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Chapter 1. Introducing the Study  
 
 
1.1.  September 2014: Writing in Times of ‘War Against Terrorism’ and 
Islam-Debate  
 
The role of religion in the public sphere has been put on the agenda’s of political and media 
debates and policy-making of current West-European multicultural societies since recent 
decades, and is especially considered in relation to Islam (Cesari 2004, Loobuyck 2013, 
Modood, Triandafyllidou & Zapata-Barrero 2006), a situation that has been dubbed by a 
number of scholars ‘the Muslim question’ (Bracke 2013, Meer & Modood 2009, Norton 
2013, Parekh 2006). Public debates not only address Islam as a minority religion in Europe, 
but also discuss the role of Islam in politics and social life worldwide in the face of what is 
called the threat of terrorism globally and locally (Cesari 2009, Zemni 2006). Similar to other 
West-European countries, also in Belgium, Islam and Muslims are subject of debate and 
policy-making on the basis of an assumed lack of integration, a threat to local liberal and 
secular values, and a propensity for violence (Fadil & Zemni 2004, Maly 2009, Zemni 2011). 
At the moment of writing this introductory chapter, the end of September 2014, the Belgian 
federal government decided to support the U.S. army in its attack on the violent spread of 
Islamic State (IS) in Iraq by sending six F-16 fighter aircrafts.
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 At the same day of the Belgian 
government’s decision, the U.S. president Barack Obama held a speech at the United Nations 
General Assembly in New York about what he considers main current global problems and 
challenges, such as the outbreak of Ebola in West-Africa, Russian aggression in Europe, and 
terrorist violence in Syria and Iraq. The Flemish public television channel VRT broadcast 
pieces of Obama’s speech, thereby choosing to underscore his call upon “especially Muslim 
communities, to explicitly, forcefully, and consistently reject the ideology of al Qaeda and 
ISIL [Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant]”.2 Moreover, in Belgium, the spotlights are 
currently put on the extremist Islamic group Sharia4Belgium that is brought to court to face 
charges of hate speech and the recruiting of youngsters for terrorist violence. At the 29
th
 of 
September, the first day started of what is dubbed by journalists as ‘the terrorism trial’.3 The 
discourses in media covering the trial seem to be based upon an assumption of the group 
being guilty and the inevitability of prosecution, and might fuel existing negative public 
attitudes vis-à-vis Islam and Muslims more generally (Fadil 2011a, Zemni 2011).  
During the same week in which the U.S. decided to “combat ISIS [Islamic State in 
Iraq and Syria] and terrorism”,4 the Flemish newspaper De Morgen, which presents itself and 
is often considered to be progressive (in particular vis-à-vis the more right-wing and 
                                                          
1
 Vandaag.be, 24 September 2014, ‘Pieter de Crem: ‘Kernkabinet Akkoord met Inzet Belgische F-16’s’’, 
http://www.vandaag.be/binnenland/154439_pieter-de-crem-kernkabinet-akkoord-met-inzet-belgische-f16s.html  
2
 The Washington Post, 24 September 2014, ‘Full Text of President Obama’s 2014 Address to the United Nations General 
Assembly’, http://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/full-text-of-president-obamas-2014-address-to-the-united-nations-
general-assembly/2014/09/24/88889e46-43f4-11e4-b437-1a7368204804_story.html  
3
 Gazet van Antwerpen, 29 September 2014, ‘Sharia4Belgium en Belkacem Krijgen Wind van Voren op Eerste Dag 
Terrorismeproces’, http://www.gva.be/cnt/dmf20140929_01293200/terrorismeproces-rond-sharia4belgium-van-start  
4
 CNN, 11 September 2014, ‘Transcript: President Obama’s Speech on Combating ISIS and Terrorism’, 
http://edition.cnn.com/2014/09/10/politics/transcript-obama-syria-isis-speech/    
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nationalist Flemish newspaper De Standaard), launched a new episode in what has been 
referred to by Sami Zemni (2009) as the Flemish ‘Islam-debate’. This new episode kicked off 
with a opinion piece by freethinker and philosopher Maarten Boudry, published on the 13
th
 of 
September, in which he argues that ‘moderate Muslims’ should not criticise terrorism by 
referring to holy texts, as this means taking up a position of sharing with terrorists the same 
starting point of argumentation and therefore abiding to their rules of the game. Principles 
such as freedom of consciousness, individual autonomy and tolerance are products of moral 
progress, Boudry writes, and are not part of the core message of the Qur’an.5 His opinion 
piece evoked various pro and contra responses at the opinion pages of De Morgen, but also of 
the alternative leftist online newspaper De Wereld Morgen. As such, a new episode in the 
Islam-debate was born, in which the question of an intrinsic relationship between Islam, 
Muslims, violence and terrorism became the main point of heated discussion among scholars, 
activists and spokespersons of civil society organisations.
6
  
According to Sami Zemni (2006), the ways in which protagonists in public debate 
construct ‘the jihadi threat’ is not neutral nor innocent. His analysis of academic and policy 
concerns in Belgium about terrorism reveals that the construction of the ‘jihadi threat’ relates 
to broader issues, such as definitions of citizenship, the identity of the state and global shifting 
power relations. At the level of policy-making, the “construction of the jihadi threat has led to 
a securitization of the policy towards Muslim communities within Belgium specifically and 
immigrants in general” (2006: 233). More generally, he argues, public debates, especially in 
Flanders, have increasingly cast Islam as a political problem, and Muslims as a threat (Zemni 
2011). Zemni’s analyses demonstrate that the ways in which Islam and Muslims are talked 
about in public debates do indeed have implications for the ways in which Muslim 
communities and individuals in Flanders are perceived and treated on a daily basis. 
The way in which Islam is today subject of debate and contention has been shaping 
also discussions about other social issues, such as the topic of women’s emancipation. As a 
number of feminist scholars have argued, the Islam-debate implicates the manners in which 
the relationship between religion and women’s emancipation is currently revisioned, 
rethought and reconstructed (Fadil 2014, Göle 2006, Midden 2012). As Nilűfer Göle reflects 
                                                          
5
 Maarten Boudry, 13 September 2014, ‘Beste Gematigde Moslim, Gebruik de Koran Niet om de Barbary van IS af te Wijzen’ 
De Morgen, http://www.demorgen.be/dm/nl/2461/Opinie/article/detail/2048835/2014/09/13/Beste-gematigde-moslim-
gebruik-de-Koran-niet-om-de-barbarij-van-IS-af-te-wijzen.dhtml  
6 Dyab Abou Jahjah, 15 September 2014, ‘“Beste Radicale Atheist”: Dyab Abou Jahjah Antwoordt Maarten Boudry’, De 
Morgen, http://www.demorgen.be/dm/nl/983/Nieuws/article/detail/2050274/2014/09/15/Beste-radicale-atheist-Dyab-
Abou-Jahjah-antwoordt-Maarten-Boudry.dhtml; Yassine Channouf, 16 September 2014, ‘Als Moslim Ben Ik U, Maarten 
Boudry, Dankbaar dat U Denkt in Mijn Plaats’, De Wereld Morgen, 
http://www.dewereldmorgen.be/artikel/2014/09/16/als-moslim-ben-ik-u-maarten-boudry-dankbaar-dat-u-denkt-in-mijn-
plaats; Björn Siffer, 16 September 2014, ‘Verleen Je de Koran Teveel Autoriteit, dan Speelt dat Recht in de Kaart van de 
Fundamentalisten’, De Morgen, 
http://www.demorgen.be/dm/nl/2461/Opinie/article/detail/2051803/2014/09/16/Verleen-je-de-Koran-te-veel-autoriteit-
dan-speelt-dat-recht-in-de-kaart-van-de-fundamentalisten.dhtml; Merijn Oudenampsen, 16 September 2014, ‘Beste 
Islamcriticus, Uw Islamkritiek Werkt Radicalisering en Extremisme Net in de Hand’, De Morgen, 
http://www.demorgen.be/dm/nl/2461/Opinie/article/detail/2051825/2014/09/16/Beste-islamcriticus-uw-islamkritiek-
werkt-radicalisering-en-extremisme-net-in-de-hand.dhtml; Maarten Boudry, 17 September 2014, ‘Een Verhit Debat Over de 
Islam is Beter dan Geen Debat’, De Morgen, 
http://www.demorgen.be/dm/nl/2461/Opinie/article/detail/2052423/2014/09/17/Een-verhit-debat-over-de-islam-is-
beter-dan-geen-debat.dhtml; Brecht de Smet, 19 September 2014, ‘Geradicaliseerde Jongeren Zijn Géén Probleem van de 
Islam’, De Morgen, http://www.demorgen.be/dm/nl/2461/Opinie/article/detail/2055964/2014/09/19/Geradicaliseerde-
jongeren-zijn-geen-probleem-van-de-islam.dhtml   
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upon the French case, “French republican values of secularism and feminism were reshaped 
in relation to Islam and addressed against the claims for visibility of religion in the public 
sphere” (2006: 248). This dissertation deals with current ways of thinking about and 
practicing religion and women’s emancipation and looks at a specific West-European context 
– Flanders, the northern Dutch-speaking region of Belgium.  
Considering the current developments briefly sketched above, I feel called to 
acknowledge and emphasise that I am writing this introduction to a dissertation about 
religion, secularity and feminism in changing times of ‘war against terrorism’ and heated 
Islam-debate, during which Muslims at home and abroad are called upon to collectively 
apologise and take explicit distance from violence. It is a context that deeply impacts upon the 
position and sense of belonging of Muslim communities in Belgium. The positioning and 
experiences of Muslim women embracing feminist perspectives and involved in feminist 
organisations or activism against the backdrop of a society that is characterised by social, 
ethnic and religious inequalities, is a recurrent theme throughout this dissertation.        
 
 
1.2. Themes of Investigation: Religion and Women’s Emancipation: 
Contradictio in Terminis?   
 
The relationship between religion and women’s emancipation became a topic especially 
during the last decade in both public debates and academic gender studies in West-European 
countries in general, and Flanders in particular. This increased attention for the role of 
religion in the lives and emancipatory trajectories of women is connected to debates about 
migration, increased cultural-religious diversity, and the role of Islam in West-European 
societies. When it comes to discussing the topic of women’s emancipation, both historical and 
current debates about religion and feminism (Aune 2011, Braidotti 2008, Fadil 2014, Mulder 
2004), and about multiculturalism and feminism (Okin 1999, Coene & Longman 2005, 
Midden 2010, Withaeckx 2014), are aspects of the current focus upon Islam and Muslim 
migrant communities in Western Europe. Or, to use a phrase of Sarah Bracke, “the ‘Muslim 
question’, or concerns and anxieties about ‘the Muslim other’ in Western Europe” (2013: 209) 
brought religion back into and simultaneously transformed the debate about the place of 
religion in secularised society in general, and about its role for women’s emancipation in 
particular.  
 Part of the political and media debates in Flanders about migration, integration and the 
multicultural society are focused upon the emancipation of migrant women or gender and 
sexual equality within migrant communities (Coene & Longman 2005, Longman 2013, 
Withaeckx 2014). Many protagonists in those debates view Islam as a cultural-religious 
formation that is inherently opposed to freedom and gender equality, values that are 
supposedly characteristic of secularised and liberal-democratic societies. Feminist scholars 
and organisations have criticised such representations (Bracke 2004, Coene & Longman 2005, 
VOK 2005) as the appropriation of a “colonial feminist discourse that essentializes ‘culture’ 
and ‘religion’ in view of an assimilation agenda rather than a real concern for the status of 
(minority) women” (Coene & Longman 2004: 3). The protracted headscarf debates (Bracke & 
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Fadil 2011, Longman 2003b) are a case in point. According to Nadia Fadil (2011), the 
headscarf as a visible marker became the symbol of the religious otherness of Islam, which 
made Islamic veiling in Europe controversial and prone to becoming subject of polarising 
debates. The headscarf debates became one of the arena’s in which the increasingly difficult 
and power invested relationship between white populations and Muslim migrant communities 
in the global post-9/11 context is played out.  
Also the recent public controversies about street sexism and homophobic intimidation 
and violence perpetrated by ethnic minority young men as a result of the broadcasting of two 
reportages on the Flemish public television VRT (‘Femme de la Rue’ and ‘Homme de la 
Rue’) illustrate understandings of Islam as oppressive and liberal-secular values as facilitating 
freedom and equality (Longman 2013). In the summer of 2012, the broadcasting of the 25 
minute documentary ‘Femme de la Rue’ by film student Sofie Peeters caused a stir in the 
Dutch- and French-speaking media and political debate followed. The documentary was made 
with a hidden camera with the film maker in the leading role, walking through the streets in a 
particular area of Brussels. The documentary shows how she is continuously called names 
(like slut and whore) and experiences harassment by men. A number of young women living 
in the same area are also interviewed. They testify to similarly suffer almost daily sexual 
insults and remarks and more serious harassment and get by avoiding certain streets or going 
out altogether, and carefully choosing their clothes. In the fall of 2012, two gay male 
journalists made a similar documentary ‘Homme de la Rue’ walking through an Antwerp 
neighbourhood where ethnic minorities live. With a hidden camera, they demonstrate the 
homophobic remarks and harassment they experience from – presumably Muslim – youths 
hanging around in the streets. Chia Longman (2013) argues that the existence and 
unacceptability of both social problems – sexual harassment and sexism in the streets and 
homophobic intimidation in the streets – usually taboo subjects, were picked up. However, 
media and political debate that followed, did not refrain from problematising and 
essentialising the identities of the perpetrators. A main theme was the ‘problem’ ethnic 
minority, and in particular Muslim men, are presumed to have with issues of gender and 
sexuality.  
A recent interview in Knack with the new N-VA Flemish minister for Internal 
Administration, Housing, Urban Policy, Integration, Equal Opportunities, Poverty Reduction 
and Social Economy, Liesbeth Homans, testifies to the above referred to diametric opposition 
created between the object of sexism (which implies also the subject of feminism) as white 
women, and the object of racism (which implies similarly the subject of antiracism) as ethnic 
minority men. Such an opposition invisibilises the experiences and feminist antiracist critique 
of ethnic minority women (Crenshaw 1991, Wekker & Lutz 2001). Downplaying the role and 
impact of structural racism in the lives of ethnic minorities in Flanders throughout the 
interview, Homan’s perspective doesn’t bode well for upcoming Equal Opportunities policy-
making: 
 
Knack journalists De Ceulaer & Pauli: Then how do you explain the lagging behind of highly 
educated allochtons [members of ethnic minorities]? 
Homans: I don’t know. You should ask those involved. Again, I do not deny that forms of 
discrimination exist. Why it happens, I don’t know. I cannot answer that question. And I want 
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to point out that the reverse phenomenon exists too. I don’t think it is normal that a young 
woman with a miniskirt is scolded in the streets for whore. I find that as reprehensible as the 
fact of someone of allochtonous origine being scolded (De Ceulaer & Pauli, 21 May 2014, 
translation mine).  
 
Another academic and public field of diametrical opposition is that of feminism and religion. 
Due to increasing religious and cultural diversity and the activism of Muslim women (Coene 
& Longman 2006), white protagonists in political and media debates, including feminists, 
encounter religion, female religiosity and religious feminists in new ways. Sarah Bracke and 
Nadia Fadil (2009) show how secularist views increasingly play a role in the debates about 
cultural diversity. Voices that predominantly come from socialist and liberal politicians and 
humanist, socialist and liberal civil society question the religiosity of young Muslim men and 
women. Their visibility and claims-making seems to confront white humanists, socialists and 
liberals anew with a collective memory of anticlerical struggle in a pillarised soiety against 
Catholic authorities, traditions and morality (Witte, Craybeckx & Meynen 2006). In these 
‘secularist’ discourses on religion, the history of progressive and dissident Christians – among 
them feminists –, as well as current intersections between religiosity and feminist 
commitments made by women of Christian and Islamic backgrounds (Latre 2011, Decoene & 
Lambelin 2009), are often not recognised.  
In West-European countries such as France and the Netherlands, secular feminists 
found themselves in recent years forced to rethink their viewpoint about religion, and they do 
so primarily in relation to Islam. This (self)questioning leads to heated feminist debates about 
religion, culture and women’s agency or emancipation and to differing outcomes and results 
in terms of arguments and practices (Scott 2007, Göle 2010, Midden 2012). Also in Flanders, 
women’s movements and individual feminists have in the last few years been confronted with 
increasing religious diversity in the public sphere. They never reached a consensus about 
attitudes towards Islam, Muslims and Muslim feminists, and about the possibility of feminism 
or women’s emancipation within Islamic frameworks (Bracke 2007, S’Jegers 2005) – or 
religious frameworks in general. Therefore, as far as feminist positionings are concerned in 
these debates, the issue of the Islamic headscarf and its regulation within schools, public 
offices and at the labour market reveals a lack of agreement about and often simultaneously 
conveys negative attitudes towards religion in general, and Islam in particular. Individual self-
expression and emancipation and religiosity are in the eyes of many a contradictio in terminis 
(Jakobsen 2005, Mulder 2004). This context has implications for the work of religious 
feminists and their attempts to build collaborations with non-religious feminist individuals 
and organisations. As especially Islam is considered a problem for emancipation, the feminist 
perspectives and work of Muslim women is doubly perceived as a difficult or even impossible 
endeavour. A recent interview with Samira Azabar, who identifies as a Islamic feminist, by 
the online newspaper De Wereld Morgen attests to this: 
 
We used to seek contact with other women’s groups, because we considered ourselves to be 
part of the feminist movement and wanted to be solidary with that group. However, the 
traditional women’s movement stated clearly that religion can only be oppressive, or is not 
important at all. They had a specific framework against which we were measured: ‘If you are a 
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feminist, you cannot be religious, and vice versa.’ At that moment, any collaboration becomes 
impossible (Azabar 2012a, translation mine).   
 
While the specific focus upon Islam as problematic for the emancipation of women and non-
heterosexuals emerged in recent decades, this opposition must be situated, not only within the 
multicultural debates, but also, I argue, within the historical relationship between religion and 
feminism more generally in West-European contexts. This relationship can be called 
ambivalent and tensed from the perspective of secular feminist scholars and women’s 
movements (Aune 2011, Braidotti 2008), but complex and multiple from the perspective of 
religious feminist scholars and women’s movements (Allen 2007, Decoene & Lambelin 2009, 
Mulder 2004, van Osselaer 2013).  
Resituating the issue of religion and women’s emancipation as such, questions can be 
raised such as: how is the relationship between religion and women’s emancipation today 
envisioned in the context of women’s movements? How are these visions part of feminist 
critique and practices? How do local political, social and religious histories impact upon these 
visions? In what way is the current ‘Muslim question’ part of it? What normative messages do 
current critical feminist practices convey about building inclusive feminisms in the West-
European context? In-depth research on current perspectives on and practices of religion and 
women’s emancipation within the context of women’s movements in Flanders, taking into 
account the local historical and today’s political, social and religious context, does not exist so 
far. The above posed questions are therefore the background of this dissertation that 
investigates through qualitative research a number of feminist groups and organisations in 
Flanders regarding their perspectives on the relationship between religion and women’s 
emancipation and practices connected to that. While this relationship is in current political 
and media debates often problematised, this research wants to explore how the combination of 
religion and women’s emancipation can be envisioned and practiced in more positive and 
critical affirmative ways. It wants to explore where and in which ways feminisms in the West-
European context of today can build new and critical connections to religious inspiration and 
frameworks of thinking and practicing.       
 
 
1.3. Studying Religion, the Secular and Feminism: State of the Art 
 
In West-European societies of today, the relationship between religion and women’s 
emancipation is often perceived as a tensioned one (Aune 2011, Braidotti 2008, Casanova 
2009). In Flanders – the Dutch-speaking northern region and community of Belgium – public 
discourses on sexual and gender equality tend to be entwined with ethnic, racial and religious 
‘othering’ towards certain minorities, especially Muslims (el Tayeb 2011, Longman 2003a). 
Discussions on migration, integration and the multicultural society often single out the topic 
of ‘emancipating migrant women’ within their communities (Coene & Longman 2006, 
Ghorashi 2010). In the public mind, women’s emancipation is framed in terms of ‘rights’, 
‘equal opportunities’, ‘improving women’s position’ and ‘political-social participation’ 
(Christens 1997, Walby 2011) and as such it is intrinsically tied to political and philosophical 
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liberal-secular frameworks of secularism, humanism, individualism and rationalism (Scott 
2009, Taylor 2007, Woodhead 2007).  
In academia, an oppositional pairing of religion and women’s emancipation exists 
explicitly but more often implicitly in theoretical assumptions and claims in and disciplinary 
boundaries between theology and religious studies on the one hand, and gender studies on the 
other. Due to the tendency in European women’s and gender studies to disassociate from 
religion and identify as secular, the relationship between feminism and religion in theory, 
research and education remains in many places underdeveloped and/or marginalised (Castelli 
2001, Llewelyn & Trebiatowska 2013, Longman 2003a). Nonetheless, in gender studies 
throughout Western Europe, recently there is a trend towards taking religion seriously not 
only as negative but as potential resource for women’s agency. Religion is increasingly 
‘discovered’ as a topic of interest in the secular social sciences and humanities “for the greater 
part because of its increased visibility and huge political impact since 9/11 and its aftermath” 
(Korte 2011: 5). What some refer to as a ‘postsecular turn’ is taking place towards reaffirming 
or integrating religious vitality or minimally a ‘residual spirituality’ in gender and feminist 
theory (Braidotti 2008). 
By now, feminist scholars of religion have increasingly put forward the issue of the 
role of women, feminist critique and women’s movements in the histories of religion and 
secularism in the European context. Starting from the perspectives and experiences of women, 
they have criticised dominant secularisation models, which forecast the taking place of an 
inexorable and uniform process towards the secularisation and modernisation of the Western 
world (Aune, Sharma & Vincett 2008, Bracke 2008, Longman 2008). They have also 
critically deconstructed dominant discourses on the secular and secularism, which construct 
the secular/secularism as facilitating women’s emancipation – in opposition to the 
oppressiveness of religion (Jakobsen & Pellegrini 2008). Moreover, feminist scholars have 
offered new insights into the impact of feminist critique and women’s movements on the 
histories of religion and secularism (Aune 2011, Braidotti 2008). 
When looking at the history of feminism and contemporary women’s movements in 
Flanders, it can be ascertained that these are largely known and imagined as secular. This 
means that many secular feminists today are not familiar with the participation of practicing 
Christian, Jewish and Islamic women in the past (as documented by a.o. Ruether 1979, 
Braude 2004, van Heyst 1992, Korte 1989) and recent history of West-European women’s 
movements and the current existence of spiritual or faith-based feminism (Fernandez 2003, 
Bracke 2007, Decoene & Lambelin 2009). Hence, among secular feminists specifically, and 
in broader public debates generally, there is a lack of agreement about or even dismissal of the 
idea of women’s emancipation within or through religion, and Islam in particular. A Western 
secular understanding of ‘freedom of choice’ and ‘autonomy’ is a key issue in dominant 
perspectives on religion and sits uneasily with women’s religious agency (Mahmood 2005). 
Hence, the relationship between, on the one hand, women’s rights and equal opportunities, 
and on the other, religion and religiosity, is often constructed as a contradictio in terminis 
(Jakobsen 2005, Mulder 2004).    
This research investigates and rethinks the presumed oppositional pairing of religion 
and women’s emancipation through an analysis of viewpoints and practices of feminist 
organisations and groups in Flanders regarding dominant understandings about religion, 
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secularism and women’s emancipation. Based upon researching feminist organisations and 
groups in Flanders, it argues for envisioning the relationship between religion and women’s 
emancipation in positive and affirmative ways. Employing the analysis of feminist 
perspectives and practices to critically rethink the oppositional pairing of religion and 
women’s emancipation is a unique approach. Through paying specific attention to feminist 
organisations and groups in Flanders, this research provides new insights into local West-
European constructions of relationships between feminism, religion and secularism.  
 
 
1.4. Objectives of this Research  
 
The goal of this research is to address the gaps in present research on constructions of religion 
and secularism in relation to feminist discourses and practice. It provides a theoretical and 
empirically-informed account of perspectives and practices of various feminist organisations 
and groups and employs this account to critically reflect upon the oppositional pairing of 
religion and women’s emancipation. By exploring the visions and practices of feminist groups 
and organisations regarding religion and women’s emancipation, I aim to gain insight into 
how new discourses are constructed about these topics in the context of an increasingly 
culturally and religiously diverse West-European society. Based within a feminist and 
constructivist epistemology, this dissertation explores how the visions, priorities and 
strategies of various feminist organisations and groups create understandings about the 
relationship between religion and women’s emancipation. It poses the question of how an 
analysis of feminist organisations and activism can lead to a critical rethinking of the 
presumed oppositional pairing of religion and women’s emancipation. 
 The two main research questions that guide this study are subsequently situated at the 
empirical and theoretical level. Empirically, this study asks: How do perspectives and 
practices of feminist organisations and groups in Flanders, in various ways, construct 
understandings about religion, secularity and women’s emancipation? Theoretically, this 
study asks: How does the analysis of the perspectives and practices of feminist organisations 
and groups affect the current theoretical and mainstream oppositional pairing of religion and 
emancipation? Through these objectives, the research aims to generate insights into several 
realms. At the level of theory, it is unique in building upon the analysis of feminist viewpoints 
and practices to develop a critical revaluation of the oppositional pairing of religion and 
women’s emancipation in academia and public debates. This research argues that starting to 
rethink the assumptions regarding the relationship between religion and women’s 
emancipation from the analysis of the experiences of feminist organisations and groups leads 
to new insights into the ways in which today positive and affirmative relationships are 
constructed. 
 At the empirical level, this dissertation generates knowledge on the perspectives and 
strategies of feminist organisations and groups regarding religion and women’s emancipation. 
It generates comparative knowledge on different dynamics in the vieuwpoints and practices of 
various feminist organisations and groups. It develops knowledge on local constructions of 
relationships between religion, the secular and women’s emancipation by looking at feminist 
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understandings of and practices around issues that are perceived as belonging to those 
domains. More specifically, it looks at understandings about the role of religiosity, secular 
worldviews and Enlightenment principles in the field of women’s emancipation, the 
construction of argumentation and strategies regarding headscarf bans, individual 
constructions of various forms of (non)religion by feminists, and narratives on the building of 
solidarities and collaborations between women with different religious-secular worldviews 
and frameworks of thinking. It enables insights into the construction of new feminist 
vieuwpoints and strategies regarding religion and women’s emancipation within the context 
of a multicultural and increasingly religiously diverse society. As the research is set in 
Flanders, the analysis structurally takes into account the local history of dominant Catholicism 
and traditions of secularism as a specific background to the construction of feminist 
perspectives and strategies in a multicultural society.  
 Using an constructivist approach, this research takes the concepts of religion and the 
secular as historically, culturally and socially contingent constructs – both appear as various 
traditions, formations, individual viewpoints and modes of affect in different West-European 
countries. At the same time, the categories of religion and the secular are considered in terms 
of the ways in which the state constructs them into separate realms governed by laws and 
policies. The perspectives and strategies of feminist organisations and groups need to be 
situated within a national and local history and structure of governing religion and secularism 
in order to understand how they criticise, break through and/or reinforce dominant 
understandings about the relationship between religion and women’s emancipation and 
develop new ways of thinking and practicing in the realm of religion and women’s 
emancipation. 
 In short, this research, first of all, employs an analysis of the perspectives and 
practices of feminist movements to critique the oppositional pairing of religion and 
emancipation in academia and public discourses. Secondly, it compares the perspectives and 
strategies of a variety of feminist organisations and groups through conducting case studies 
and reveals differences and commonalities in  priorities, visions, practices and experiences. 
 
 
1.5. Structure of the Thesis  
 
This dissertation has been organised in four parts. Part 1 ‘Methodology, Approach and 
Method’ contains chapter 2 that describes the methodological context of this study. It sets up 
the conceptual framework of this research, and describes its situated and reflexive approach 
that emerges from a tradition of feminist theory. Finally, it describes the research strategy and 
the methods employed in conducting the research – case study research and in-depth 
interviewing. 
Part 2 ‘Reviewing a Political-Religious Context and Academic Debates’ contains three 
chapters. Chapter 3 sets out the political-religious context in which this research is situated, 
and gives insight into the political and media debates that ensue from this context. More 
specifically, it focuses on the Belgian Church-state relationship, important recent religious-
social transformations in Flanders, recent developments in Flemish politics, and Flemish 
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headscarf debates. Chapter 4 explores the academic study of religion and feminism in 
Western Europe, and is followed by chapter 5 that sketches recent academic debates about the 
secular, gender, ethnicity and feminism. The main themes of chapter 4 are the situatedness of 
gender studies and the study of religion and feminism in West-European academia, narratives 
about first wave religious feminism, and histories of religion and gender in Belgium and 
recent religious feminism in Flanders. This chapter provides the academic institutional and 
historical thematic background of the study of religion and feminism. Chapter 5 starts by 
exploring the influential writing by Charles Taylor (2007) on the secular and various 
engagements with his work, after which it focuses upon writings about European secularity 
and the role of feminist critique. Furthermore, it describes feminist deconstructions of 
narratives about the secular, as well as what is sometimes called feminist postsecular 
positionings that are emerging from these deconstructions. This chapter sketches the 
thematical context of this research in terms of academic critical writings about the secular and 
feminism. These three chapters provide a frame of reference, as they demonstrate the ways in 
which religion and women’s emancipation are considered oppositional both in political and 
media debates and in academic narratives, as well as ways of critically rethinking this 
presumed oppositional relationship.  
Part three ‘Case Studies on Feminist Organisations and Activism’ is the main part of 
this dissertation. It comprises the qualitative research on the perspectives and practices of 
feminist groups and organisations in Flanders regarding religion and women’s emancipation. 
It contains five chapters corresponding to the five case studies conducted in this research. 
Chapter 6 investigates the autonomous group Boss Over One’s Own Head! (Baas Over Eigen 
Hoofd! – BOEH!), which criticises public debates and policy-making regarding the Islamic 
headscarf. Chapter 7 analyses the adult education organisation Motief that aims at conveying 
critical perspectives about religion and emancipation in Flemish society. Chapter 8 focuses on 
the women’s organisation Women Consultation Committee (Vrouwen Overleg Komitee – 
VOK). Chapter 9 investigates the feminist and antiracist strategies of ella, knowledge centre 
gender and ethnicity. And finally, chapter 10 scrutinises recent developments in the Christian 
women’s organisation Femma. The five case studies analyse constructions of religion, the 
secular and women’s emancipation within the context of feminist organisations and activism, 
and all aim at revealing how positive relationships between religion and women’s 
emancipation are constructed today in new and creative ways.   
Part four ‘Conclusions’ contains the final chapter of this dissertation, chapter 11. It 
summarises the main findings and arguments of this dissertation and extends its analysis to 
briefly explore the theme of inclusive feminism. Finally, it provides suggestions for 
subsequent research.    
11 
Part 1: Methodology, Approach and Method 
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Chapter 2. Methodological Approach 
 
 
And as far as we go 
We’ll go down, will we go down? 
And as far as we know  
How do we know, how do we know? 
And as far as we can go 
How far to go, how far to go? 
And the mountains crave 
It’s in your name 
They vanish some day 
With your name 
How do we know, how do we know?  
 
Anna von Hausswollf, ‘Mountains Crave’, 2012   
 
 
This chapter elaborates on the methodology and methods of this study. Methodology and 
method should not be confused. The first refers to the overall approach to the research, 
including the epistemological and ontological positions of the researcher, whereas methods 
refer to the techniques used to gather research data. Also clear distinctions need to be made 
between ontology and epistemology. An ontology is “a way of specifying the nature of 
something” (Ramazanoglu & Holland 2002: 11), and an epistemology is “a way of specifying 
how researchers know what they know” (Ramazanoglu & Holland 2002: 12). This research is 
embedded in specific strands of feminist methodologies, and acknowledges that there are 
many possible approaches to feminist methodology. As Caroline Ramazanoglu and Janet 
Holland claim, any researcher makes decisions about how to produce and justify knowledge, 
whether intentionally or not, and these decisions matter (2002: 1-2). 
I opted for a feminist qualitative research strategy because I am convinced that this 
methodology is best suited for arriving at rich and nuanced answers to the research questions I 
have posed. Qualitative researchers constitute a highly interdisciplinary and a loosely defined    
interpretative community. Debates within this community focus upon understandings of 
‘good’ versus ‘bad’ interpretations and the disctinction between the ‘real’ and that which is 
constructed (Denzin & Lincoln 2011: VII). One of the defining characteristics of qualitative 
research projects, according to Norman Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln, is that it is intrinsically 
gendered. Taking up a sole identity – that of researcher – is not possible (2011: XIII). The 
qualitative researcher must therefore ask “not who am I, but when, where and how am I?” 
(Min-Ha 1992: 157). At the same time, qualitative research projects have a shifting centre, 
which is the “social justice commitment to study the social world from the perspective of the 
interacting individuals” and are therefore conducted by “feminist, clinical, ethnic, critical, 
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queer, critical race theory, and cultural studies researchers” (Denzin & Lincoln 2011: XIII). 
The theoretical underpinnings of my approach draw from feminist, constructivist 
anthropological epistemologies, which posit human reality as socially constructed and argue 
that knowledge production can only be achieved depending upon the researcher’s situatedness 
in terms of intellectual and embodied social positionings (Lewin 2006, Harraway 1988, 
Harding 1986). 
This chapter is structured into three main sections. The first section (2.1) introduces 
the conceptual framework of this research. It first elaborates on my use of the terms religion 
and the secular and briefly discusses the body of literature that I rely upon for understanding 
these categories. This section also discusses the way in which the intersections between 
differences such as gender, religion and ethnicity are conceptualised in this research. The 
second section (2.2) discusses the notion of a feminist situated approach, and critically relates 
this understanding of doing science to my own positioning as a researcher. It connects this 
positioning to the study of feminism, and focuses particularly on how to think about feminist 
coalition-building across differences. The final section (2.3) of this chapter discusses the 
qualitative methods applied in this research. It discusses the use of case studies and in-depth 
interviewing.        
 
 
2.1. Conceptual Framework 
 
In this section I introduce the conceptual framework of this dissertation. I start discussing the 
main concepts of this research – that is religion and the secular.  
 
 
2.1.1. Religion and the Secular as Categories of Investigation   
 
Religion and the secular are the main concepts used to critically approach the perspectives 
and practices of various feminist groups and organisations in Flanders considered in this 
study. This dissertation investigates how dominant understandings of religion and the secular 
are challenged and rethought by feminists and explores whether new understandings emerge 
from local feminist critique, practices and identifications. 
Constructions of religion and the secular in the context of Belgium – a West-European 
country in which historically Catholicism is dominant – need to be understood in conjunction 
as both have been dominantly perceived, in academic as well as public debates, through the 
lens of the concept and theory of secularisation. In classical theories of secularisation, the 
processes of rationalisation and of the functional differentiation of different spheres in society 
are considered to be the defining characteristics of secularisation and modernisation. 
According to those theories, the role of religion in modern Western societies changed, 
alongside that of money, power and knowledge, into becoming a specific specialised 
subsystem, in this case a function of the private sphere and private life. Religion is moreover 
assumed to be in decline in the sense of decreasing importance of the role of religious 
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authorities and traditional faith in society and people’s individual lives (Dobbelaere 2002, 
Casanova 1994).  
These main assumptions regarding the role of religion in modern Western societies 
bring with them a sense of interruption or even danger when religious authorities, movements 
or individuals (re)emerge and (re)assert themselves in the public sphere (Casanova 1994, 
Zemni & Fadil 2004) of politics, policy-making and grassroots claims for recognition and 
special rights. In Western Europe, this is especially the case when Islam, as a ‘new’ religion, 
is the mobilising factor, which receives reponses that are complex combinations of 
xenophobic and Islamophobic attitudes (Zemni & Fadil 2004).  
This dissertation draws on the critical review by sociologists of religion Jose Casanova 
(1994) and Peter Berger (2001) of the classical theories of secularisation, in which they argue 
for differentiating analytically and evaluating differently the main premises of the classical 
paradigm. They aim at constructing a more dynamic model that leaves open potential 
scenarios of the relationship between religion and modernity (Zemni & Fadil 2004: 211). 
Casanova’s analysis of forms of modern public religion in Spain, Poland, Brazil and the U.S. 
affirms that… 
 
…the thesis of the differentiation of the religious and secular spheres is the still defensible 
core of the theory of secularization. But it holds the related proposition that modern 
differentiation necessarily entails the marginalization and privatization, or its logical 
counterpart that public religions necessarily endanger the differentiated structures of 
modernity, to be no longer defensible (1994: 8). 
 
This research starts from the above problematisation of the inherent impropriety, non-
modernity or even danger of religion in the public sphere. It moreover starts from feminist 
scholars critique of secularisation theories as Eurocentric and centered upon men’s 
experiences and largely blind to the experiences of other groups in society (Davie 2002, 
Woodhead 2001, Aune, Sharma & Vincett 2008). It also recognises feminist critique of the 
assumption that all religion is oppressive towards women and is necessarily in opposition to 
women’s emancipation. Feminists in religious studies and feminist theologians have pointed 
at the secularist stance underlying many feminist agenda’s as not taking into account the 
actual role of religion in women’s lives, which has often been overlooked and under-theorised 
in secular feminist approaches (Castelli 2001, Longman 2003, Berlis & Biezeveld & Korte 
2014). They argue to take serious the manifold religious roots, incentives and forms of 
support for women’s emancipation and gender equality, and therefore insist to move beyond 
binary constructions in which religion is casted as either repressive and obstructing or as 
liberative and empowering concerning women’s rights and self-determination. These scholars 
call for conducting critical, reflexive and nuanced research of the actual relationships between 
faith, reason, gender and power (Bracke 2008, Korte 2010, Longman 2008, Llewellyn & 
Trzebiatowska 2013).  
Taking this call seriously, this dissertation considers the public articulation and 
expressions of claims, arguments, beliefs and practices within religious frameworks by civil 
society movements and religious women as potentially emancipatory for women. It identifies 
with what is increasingly referred to as a post-secular perspective as “a critical scholarly 
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position” (Nynas, Lassander & Utriainen 2012: 8), which refers here to rethinking the 
concepts of religion and the secular in the face of debates about the changing position and 
impact of religion within contemporary Western societies. While emerging post-secular 
investigations may tend to neglect the crucial role of gender (Graham 2012), this research 
takes into account the fact that in contemporary multicultural and postcolonial Western 
societies, religious and secularist profiling, confrontation and politics often focus on themes 
of sexual difference, sexuality and reproduction – such as the debates on women’s veiling, 
abortion or homosexuality (Cady & Fessenden 2013, Gupta 2013, Korte 2011). As gender and 
sexuality seem to have become the battle fields of religions and secularisms in our modern 
world, not least in Western Europe,
7
 this research takes local feminist perspectives and 
practices as a starting point for postsecular critique. It explores how various feminist groups 
and organisations in Flanders construct understandings of religion and the secular in the 
public sphere and perceive the relationship between religion and women’s emancipation. Or, 
as anthropologist Talal Asad argues, looking at some of the processes through which the 
discursive binary of religion and the secular are established, reinforced, challenged or 
subverted, enables to understand how individuals and communities live the secular informed 
by a variety of concepts, practices and sensibilities (2003: 15-16). 
In this research, the secular is approached as manifested on the following three 
different societal levels:  
1. Secularism as a political doctrine concerning the separation of religion and 
state, which is constitutive for the formation and self-understanding of both 
modern Western states and liberal and emancipatory political movements – 
including feminist movements (Asad 2003, Gole 2010, Scott 2007).  
2. Secularisation as a historical and sociological process of social differentiation, 
rationalisation and individualisation in their interrelation to the decline in 
power and public presence of institutional religions in the modern Western 
world (Casanova 1994, Dobbelaere 2002).  
3. The secular as ‘immanent frame’ as coined by Charles Taylor (2007), which 
refers to a cultural and lived conglomerate of assumptions, imageries, affects 
and social arrangements that prioritises ‘this-worldly’ and ‘self-made’ aspects 
of human life, installing them as common good and most relevant public cause. 
The immanent frame moreover consigns belief, contingency and transcendence 
to the inner and private life and is inclined to eclipse references to transcendent 
realities. In that sense, secularity refers to a change in the conditions of belief, 
which means that the secular and religion as epistemological standpoints and 
daily life practices are intrinsically intertwined and often hardly distinguishable 
individual perspectives and experiences (Asad 2003, Fadil 2011, Johansen 
2013, Taylor 2007, Utriainen 2014, Warner et all 2010). Talal Asad, for 
example, defines the secular as “a concept that brings together certain 
behaviors, knowledges and sensibilities in modern life” (2003: 25). He regards 
the epistemological concept of the secular as historically emerging prior to 
present-day political doctrines of secularism (2003: 1-2). 
                                                          
7
 See the research and networking project Religion and Gender: http://projectreligionandgender.org/about/   
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This dissertation acknowledges the constitutive role of the secular at the three levels outlined 
above in the project and narrative of modernity. It recognises the strong association between 
the secular and Enlightenment concepts of freedom, progress, rationality, equality, 
emancipation and democracy. It argues for the importance to also recognise the political 
authority and affective power of the secular narrative on these levels and of the fact that this 
narrative frames ‘religion’ as its very opposite (Jakobsen & Pellegrini 2008). Pressing here is 
the issue of the role of feminism, both politically and scholarly, regarding the discursive 
oppositional relationships of religion and the secular, affect and reason, and the private and 
the public sphere. This research acknowledges that historical and conceptual affinities 
between feminism and the political project of modernity and secularisation exist, which 
means that feminism is implicated in the construction of religion perceived as the antithesis of 
progress and human autonomy and emancipation (Braidotti 2008, Scott 2009). 
This research moreover takes into account the critique of scholars regarding Western 
academia as itself an important context of the construction of the categories of religion and 
the secular (Asad 1993, 2003, Fitzgerald 2003, 2010, Masuzawa 2005, Scott & Hirschkind 
2006, Johansen 2013). Throughout his work, Talal Asad increasingly engages with the secular 
as this concept “continues to anchor the modern interpretation of religion as a unique (and 
uniquely distorted) form of human understanding (Scott & Hirschkind 2006: 6). According to 
Danish sociologist of religion Brigitte Schepler Johansen, in academic writings and practice, 
the notion of the secular came to hold some of the same characteristics as the notions of 
modernity and globalisation. These terms, widely criticised as pointing at Western ‘grand 
narratives’, simultaneously refer to “a description of a state of affairs, a certain theoretical 
claim, an ideal for societal organisation, and a project of getting there” (2013: 5). Johansen 
captures these different notions of the secular that circulated for a long time in Western 
academia with the expression “secular imaginary” as “a certain way of perceiving, describing 
and engaging with the world that confirms the existence of something called religion, which is 
distinguishable from and ideally separated from non-religion” (2013: 5). 
With this conceptualisation of religion and the secular, I point at the complex ways in 
which dominant constructions of religion and the secular are reinforced, challenged or 
rethought through perspectives and practices of local feminist movements in Flanders. 
Conceptualising religion and the secular as historically and locally specific constructions 
means that while specific understandings and social arrangements are currently dominant, 
these are not necessarily fixed conceptions and arrangements but may change over time due to 
local contestations. History never determines future trajectories of religion and the secular in 
an absolute manner. Or, as Talal Asad, puts it, constructions of the secular are historically 
unstable regarding origins and highly diverse regarding historical and contemporary outcomes 
(2003: 25). The case studies in this research provide insights on local feminist reinforcements 
and contestations of dominant constructions of religion and the secular. A critical perspective 
on religion and the secular, based on local feminist visions and practices, may potentially lead 
to emancipatory knowledge in the face of constructions of religion and the secular that can be 
oppressive to specific groups or individuals in society. At the same time, this dissertation does 
not intend to underestimate the fact that local feminist critique of and resistance towards 
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dominant constructions of religion and the secular are embedded within particular political, 
social and cultural power relations.      
 
 
2.1.2. Individual Religion, Spirituality and Non-Religion  
 
This dissertation not only looks at feminist visions and practices regarding religion and 
women’s emancipation, but also at how some individual identifications or constructions of 
various forms of belief and unbelief are expressed by individual members of feminist 
groups/organisations present in this research. While the study of women’s individual 
identifications and practices of religion and spirituality has a relatively long history in the 
field of the feminist study of religion (Castelli 2001, Longman 2002, Aune, Sharma & Vincett 
2008, Trzebiatowska 2013), the study of what has been called ‘non-religion’, capturing 
worldviews and positionings such as unbelief, secularity, agnosticism and atheism, is 
relatively new, especially in continental Europe, and has remained largely disconnected from 
feminist critical perspectives. Various studies of women’s individual religiosity and 
spirituality demonstrate the importance of a focus upon the workings of gender and sexuality, 
and constructions of space, the body, and public/private distinctions (Aune 2008, Bracke 
2008, Longman 2008). Women’s religiosity and spirituality in the Western world often blur 
boundaries between “what have been treated as fixed categories: religion/spirituality, 
public/private, religious/secular” (Aune, Sharma & Vincett 2008: 10). In looking at individual 
articulations of religion, spirituality and non-religion among members of feminist movements, 
this dissertation underlines Penny Long Marler’s suggestion (2008) about the centrality of 
women’s lives and experiences to religious change in the West. As women’s movements and 
feminist critique since the 1960s in Europe have been significant to developments regarding 
women and secularisation (Aune 2011, Braidotti 2008, Brown 2001, Stacey & Gerard 1990), 
it follows Kristin Aune’s call (2014) for assessing religion, spirituality and secularity in 
particular among feminists. She phrases the importance of starting to investigate the 
religiosities, spiritualities and non-religiosities of feminists for revealing current and future 
religious and secular developments as such: 
 
[F]eminism has had a significant impact on attitudes to religion, especially amongst women. If 
feminists, as the evidence suggests, represent the vanguard of new forms of femininity that 
later spread to the wider culture (Stacey & Gerard 1990, Brown 2007: 414), we must take it 
very seriously. The forms of spirituality and religion expressed, rejected and wrestled with by 
these UK feminists may become increasingly present, in European post-industrial societies. To 
understand the post-secular we must, to adapt one of Penny Marler’s phrases (2008), ‘watch 
the [feminists]’ (Aune 2014: 9).  
 
Within the recently growing field of the study of non-religion (Lee 2012), the convincing 
argument has been made that not only religion or belief but also the lack of belief is amenable 
to questioning and research (Bullivant & Lee 2012). In Europe, it is interesting to note that 
early research regarding the lack of belief was not conducted by social scientists, who, 
themselves predominantly non-religious, perceived irreligion to be self-explanatory and the 
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natural state of being (Campbell 1971). Instead, the field was launched by those who 
considered non-believing ‘problematic’ – that is, Catholic priests. Stephen Bullivant and Lois 
Lee mention the way in which the Catholic Church in France took seriously…  
 
…the declining levels of religious practice and (orthodox) beliefs among the industrialized 
working classes. It commissioned a number of quantitative and qualitative studies which were 
to investigate what was widely regarded as the specifically “social character not only of 
present unbelief, but of its causes and origins” (Congar [1938]: 14). The most well-known of 
these was a report, undertaken by two priests in 1943, which declared much of France a pays 
de mission or missionary territory (Godin and Daniel [1949]). The interest of Catholic social 
scientists in what they perceived to be anomalous – and thus, of course, to be a conspicuous 
explicandum – continued into the 1950s and 1960s in France and elsewhere (Lepp [1963], 
Steeman [1965]). In 1960, the ‘Institute for Higher Studies on Atheism’ was opened at the 
Pontifical Urban University in Rome (2012: 21).   
  
The Vatican convened an international social-scientific conference in 1969, the first of its 
kind, on non-belief and irreligion. This moment meant a landmark event for the social-
scientific study of non-religion in Europe and the Western world at large (Bullivant & Lee 
2012: 21-22).  
Today, several researchers observe that non-religious people in many countries tend to 
be male rather than female, to live in particular geographical areas, and to be higher educated 
than average (Mahlamaki 2012, Voas & McAndrew 2012). So, not only religious 
identification and commitment is gendered, but “non-religiosity and secularity are gendered 
too. […]  Men have proved to be more resolute than women as to religious beliefs. In other 
words, both atheists and fundamentalists are more often men than women” (Mahlamaki 2012: 
60-61). Tiina Mahlamaki (2012) and Kristin Aune (2011) have pointed out that especially 
women with feminist attitudes tend to be more often non-religious compared to women in 
general. So far, however, very little research paid attention to the relationship between non-
religion, feminism and women’s viewpoints and experiences (Mahlamaki 2012: 62-64) – an 
observation that opens up new questions about and study of varieties and forms of 
(non)religion among feminists. 
 
 
2.1.3. Implications of Power  
 
This research does not approach the categories of religion and the secular, and those of belief 
and unbelief, as constructed only in relation to each other, but as always connected to and 
influenced by discourses on gender and ethnicity. It approaches religion and the secular as 
political and social categories, but also religion, spirituality and non-religion as individual 
identifications and constructs, as always already influenced by the categories and lived 
realities of gender, ethnicity, age, class and sexuality. Relying upon feminist intersectional 
thought (Crenshaw 1989, Wekker 2002) and critiques of whiteness (Dyer 1997, Frankenberg 
1993, McIntosh 1988, Blagaard 2008), it posits that dominant understandings of religion and 
the secular are especially (but not only) informed by the visions and experiences of those who 
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are politically, socially, culturally and/or religiously privileged. This means that as today in 
the West-European context Christian/secular, white and male standpoints are dominant, these 
play an important role in how religion and the secular are articulated – both in general as well 
as in relation to ideas about the relationship between religion and women’s emancipation in 
particular.  
This dissertation explores how local feminist visions and practices regarding religion 
and the secular are implicitly or explicitly informed by other understandings of differences 
among women, with a special focus upon religious and ethnic difference. To understand how 
difference and power influence the coming into being of dominant categories and their 
contestations, the feminist critical debates on whiteness are particularly informative as they 
relate as well to religion and the secular. The American feminist activist and researcher Ruth 
Frankenberg argued in her book White Women: Race Matters (1993) that both white people 
and people of colour live lives that are structured by race. Just as both men’s and women’s 
lives are shaped by gender, white women’s experiences are marked by their race. According 
to Frankenberg, whiteness has several linked dimensions: 
 
First, whiteness is a location of structural advantage, of race privilege. Second, it is a 
‘standpoint’, a place from which white people look at ourselves, at others, and at society. 
Third, whiteness refers to a set of cultural practices that are usually unmarked and unnamed 
(Frankenberg 1993: 1).  
 
Since the work of Frankenberg and other theorists in the U.S., the U.K. and, to a lesser 
degree, Western Europe, on whiteness and other privileges such as masculinity and 
heterosexuality (e.g. McIntosh 1988, Dyer 1997, Wekker 2002, Blagaard 2008, Kimmel & 
Ferber 2010, de Graeve 2012), the anti-racist activism of white people has been increasingly 
scrutinized (Thompson 2010, Huijg 2012, Case 2012). Introducing the European whiteness 
debates, Griffin and Braidotti (2002) argue that, in the European context, it is crucial to 
understand that diversity and inequality is not exclusively about colour. In many instances of 
discrimination and oppression, as the example of the history of European anti-Semitism 
shows, colour may be a contributing but is not the only factor. It is precisely “this complexity 
that the whiteness debate in Europe needs to address” (2002: 227).  
As the example above already alludes to, whiteness in Europe is strongly linked to 
assumptions about religious identities or backgrounds. In dominant discourses whiteness is 
connected to a Christian cultural background and a tradition of secular Enlightenment. 
Whiteness, according to Vassenden & Andersson (2010), hides information about religious 
faith or background, or even signals ‘secular’, whereas non-whiteness signifies ‘religious’. 
Constructions of whiteness and secularity moreover intersect with gender. White or 
‘whitened’ women, as Braidotti (2008: 6) puts it, are seen as already liberated and in no need 
of any more social incentives or emancipatory policies. On the other hand, non-white women 
(ethnic minorities, non-Christian, not ‘whitened’, and alien to the Enlightenment tradition) do 
need emancipatory social actions, or even forms of enforced liberation. Franks (2010) vividly 
demonstrated the connections between whiteness and gender in her work on white British 
women converting to Islam. She describes how converts who wear a headscarf experience 
what amounts to racial abuse, and analyses this in terms, not of women’s crossing the 
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‘borders’ of whiteness, but in terms of shifting definitions of whiteness (2010: 926). 
According to this analysis, the discrimination the converts experience is not understood as 
racial but as religious discrimination: 
 
In this case, because of their whiteness and the construction of whiteness as ‘normal’ and 
therefore invisible, they flag up the fact that by wearing Islamic dress they become ‘otherized’. 
I would argue that this is an example of religious discrimination (2010: 927).    
 
The above discussion demonstrates that religion, the secular, gender and ethnicity are 
constructed together and in a field of power differences and inequality. This study 
acknowledges that the feminist visions and practices present in this research come into being 
in a context of power and attempts to probe the ways in which the voices and practices of 
feminist groups/organisations speak to and are questioned or interpellated (Althusser 1971, 
Bracke 2011) by various publics and situated within a society in which the majority 
population and standpoint is Christian/secular and white.     
 
 
2.1.4. Studying Feminism (Across Differences Among Women)   
 
This dissertation examines the perspectives and practices of various feminist groups and 
organisations in Flanders. Feminist historians Leila Rupp & Verta Taylor introduce the 
difficulty of defining feminism through pointing at differences and contestations among those 
who define themselves as feminists: 
 
How do we know who should be included in the pantheon of historical feminists? “Feminism” 
is a contested term even in the present, and historical literature is full of kinds of feminists 
who would surely have had a hard time finding common ground: Nazi feminists and Jewish 
feminists, Catholic feminists and Islamic feminists, socialist feminists and utopian feminists, 
social feminists and equity feminists, imperial feminists and national feminists. The problem is 
especially sticky in periods before the advent of the term “feminism” but there is no easy 
answer even when women in question lived in times and places where the word, or a 
derivation or translation in an indigenous language, slipped easily off the tongue. As even this 
shortlist suggests, the internationalization of feminism in the twentieth century has further 
complicated the problem. As women’s movements emerged in all parts of the world at 
different points in time, feminists began to talk to one another across national and regional 
boundaries. They sometimes used different terms, had different ideas, chose different 
strategies to fight for different goals. How, then, can we make sense of the diversity of 
feminism historically? Who, indeed, was a feminist? (Rupp & Taylor 1999: 363) 
 
Feminist thinking and women’s movements have been long concerned with pluralism, 
diversity, multiplicity and the necessity of avoiding universalisms (Braidotti 1994, 
McLauhglin 2003). Feminist scholars moreover rethought, challenged or rejected the concept 
feminism within the context of historical research on women’s movements (Offen 1988, 
DuBois 1989, Cott 1989). The term has also been scrutinised in light of Western postfeminist 
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contexts that attach negative connotations to it (Budgeon 2001, Hall & Rodriguez 2003, 
Walby 2011), in light of multiple oppressions and inequalities which make it impossible for 
many women to single out the feminist identity instead of the antiracist identity (Crenshaw 
1989, Mohanty 1995) and in postcolonial contexts (in the West and beyond) where feminism 
is dominantly understood to be about women’s autonomy, individuality and resistance to 
norms and traditions (Mahmood 2005, Fadil 2014). Because of diversity and multiplicity, but 
also because of reflections on and deconstructions of normative associations connected to 
feminism, it is a challenging exercise to define feminism in a way that is flexible, 
comparatively grounded and “conceptually illuminating” (Offen 1988: 120). While various 
solutions to these challenges and different ways of approaching feminism exist, this research 
does not rely on a predetermined definition of feminism, but rather starts from the self-
definition of groups and organisations (Walby 2011: 2-3). This means that it made the choice 
to investigate a number of perspectives and practices in the Flemish context that are explicitly 
labeled as ‘feminist’ in order to rethink academic and public debates about religion, the 
secular and feminism. While religion and the secular are categories of investigation, feminism 
is not a category of investigation but rather one of self-identification of groups and 
organisations in this research and the entry through which religion and the secular are 
analysed. However, in the conclusions of this dissertation, a short reflection will be made 
about what the analysis of (re)formulations of religion and the secular might tell us about how 
to construct forms of feminism in the West-European context that are as inclusive as possible.     
 Some of the case studies in this research do investigate feminist politics and solidarity 
across differences among women – in this case differences regarding religion-secularity and 
ethnicity. In order to approach feminist coalition-building across differences, it is helpful to 
first discuss and draw upon the concepts of ‘transversal politics’ and ‘decolonial feminism’ as 
articulated by the feminist thinkers and activists Nira Yuval Davis and Maria Lugones. These 
concepts offer challenging perspectives on current feminist politics and engagements in the 
West-European context, and will be reconsidered through some of the case studies in the next 
chapters. 
In the wake of postmodern feminist theory, many posed the following crucial 
theoretical-political question regarding women’s activism and coalition building (McLaughlin 
2003: 15): how and with whom can we form cooperation if we accept that we all differ 
regarding our social positionings and that a foundational claim or position as a basis for 
critical theory and political engagement does not exist, as methods of deconstruction have 
abundantly made clear? Yuval-Davis (1997, 2006, 2011) responds to this question by 
proposing the concept of ‘transversal politics’ as a normative model for future feminist 
coalition building. Transversal politics is based on a common (temporary) cause and message. 
Feminist and/or community activists are not seen as representatives of their constituencies 
assuming a shared identity and subsequent needs and political claims. Instead, activists are 
advocates, working to promote their cause. This also means that advocates do not necessarily 
have to be members of the constituency they advocate for. Furthermore, transversal politics is 
based on a dialogical standpoint epistemology. Mobilising takes place in the awareness of the 
fact that the mobilised group is a political construction, not a natural given. Such a coalition is 
based upon dialogue and the continuous process of rooting and shifting – meaning the 
awareness of being rooted within the own identity and membership of particular communities, 
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and the act of placing oneself in a situation of exchange with women from different 
backgrounds and identities. It leaves behind imaginations of unity and homogeneity and 
acknowledges the specific positioning and partial knowledges of its participants. Transversal 
politics follows the principle of the encompassment of difference by equality. While 
transversal solidarity is bounded by sharing common values and in the construction of a 
common epistemological understanding of a particular political situation, it does not always 
lead to common political actions, as differential positioning might dictate prioritising different 
political actions and strategies. 
Yuval-Davis’ model for feminist coalition building proves challenging and encourages 
feminist scholars and activists to move beyond the impasse of the discussions about identity 
politics. It argues for the importance of achieving acceptance and inclusion of difference 
within coalition work. It emerged from Yuval-Davis’ activist experiences with Southall Black 
Sisters, a well-known London-based women’s organisation active in supporting women of all 
ethnic and religious communities who are victims of domestic violence and abuse. It argues 
for the importance of achieving acceptance and inclusion of difference within coalition work. 
In her discussion of transversal politics and feminist ethics of care, Yuval-Davis argues for 
feminist transversal politics in the following words: 
 
I would argue that a feminist political project of belonging, therefore, should be based on 
transversal ‘rooting’, ‘shifting’, mutual respect and mutual trust. It should be caring, but 
should differentiate clearly between caring towards transversal allies and caring towards the 
needy. Above all it should not neglect to reflect upon the relations of power not only among 
the participants in the political dialogue but also between these participants and the glocal 
[global-local] carriers of power who do not share their values and who need to be confronted, 
influenced, and when this is not possible – resisted (2011: 14).   
 
The model of transversal politics has been criticised, however, for not thoroughly rethinking 
the problems of power inequality between women in coalition building. As Bulbeck (1998) 
writes, coalition work should not mean the incorporation of the less powerful within the 
framework of views and goals of the most powerful, but should instead be the act of balancing 
on “the tightrope of connection, distance and power” (1998: 221). When it comes to feminist 
solidarity among women of different ethnic, cultural and/or religious backgrounds, issues of 
inequality regarding voice, visibility, recognition, resources, social advantages and privileges 
on the intersections of gender, ethnicity and religion pose serious barriers for collaboration for 
a common cause (Nyhagen-Predelli & Halsaa 2012).  
Maria Lugones (2010) therefore emphasises the necessity of a decolonial perspective 
in order to make coalitions across power-invested differences sustainable. A common feminist 
cause, then, is not enough. Lugones points to the colonialist and imperialist impositions of 
Western gender discourses and systems on non-Western people. A ‘decolonial feminism’ 
should offer the possibility of overcoming the ‘coloniality of gender’ – the decolonisation of 
imposed gender discourses and systems. It is to enact a critique of racialised, colonial and 
capitalist heterosexist gender oppression as a lived social transformation. Lugones perceives 
the starting point of decolonial feminism as coalitional. In order to work towards fruitful 
collaborations, she proposes to learn about and see each other anew as resisters to the 
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coloniality of gender. Communities rather than individuals enable resistance, understanding 
and recognition. Where Yuval-Davis argues for the necessity of the inclusion of difference 
through dialogue and the process of rooting and shifting, Lugones (2010) asks us to think of 
how we deal with the power inequalities involved. Decolonial feminism puts an emphasis on 
politics of location and a maximal sense of responsibility and methodologies that work with 
our own lives. Coalition work needs to be constantly reflected upon by posing questions such 
as:  
 
How do we learn about each other? How do we do it without harming each other […]? How 
do we cross without taking over? With whom do we do this work? … How do we practice 
with each other engaging in dialogue at the colonial difference? (2010: 755). 
 
Lugones’ conceptualisation of decolonial feminism (2010) critically speaks to feminist 
coalition building across differences. However, when she speaks of coalition building, she 
refers to subjects of resistance towards the modern/colonial gender system. In Lugones’ 
writing, subjects of resistance share a history of colonial difference. This would imply that 
coalition building by, for example, white secular majority women and non-white religious 
minority women crossing the power invested borders of racial, ethnic, cultural and religious 
differences, is near to impossible or necessarily brings along or reinforces colonial or imperial 
violations. Is that necessarily the case? How to bring women’s multiple subjectivities and 
positionings in terms of privilege and disadvantage into rethinking coalition buildings across 
differences? How to think, to press the example further, of the place of European white 
religious feminists in such collaborations – who are privileged at the level of race and culture 
but ‘invisibilised’ due to their religious identity in the context of a secularised society? These 
questions will be further explored in the first and second case study of this dissertation 
through studying individual interview narratives about feminist coalition-building. 
 
 
2.2. A Situated and Reflexive Approach  
 
Feminist, postcolonial, postmodern and poststructuralist scholars have since the seventies 
posed serious challenges to the methodological hegemony of positivist science. They 
deconstructed modernist ideals of objectivity and rationality, and opened up science to voices 
other than those of white, Western, middle class, heterosexual men (England 1994, Braidotti 
2006, Harding 1986, Harraway 1988, Spivak 1988). These scholars argue that impartial or 
neutral knowledge of an unmediated world is impossible, and claim that knowledge is always 
something produced and constructed depending upon the positionality, identity and biography 
of the researcher (England 1994, Stanley & Wise 1993). While various answers and methods 
are explored by feminist researchers, depending upon different disciplinary backgrounds and 
research priorities (Scott 2002, Hesse-Biber & Leckenby 2004, Hesse-Biber, Levey & Yaiser 
2004), according to feminist historian Joan Scott, feminist methodology can be summarised 
by few axiomatic statements:   
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There is neither a self nor a collective identity without an other. There is no inclusiveness 
without exclusion, no universal without a rejected particular, no neutrality that doesn’t 
privilege an interested point of view, and power is always at issue in the articulation of these 
relationships. Put in other terms, we might say that all categories do some kind of productive 
work; the questions are how? and to what effect? (Scott 2002: 6) 
 
 
2.2.1. Positivist Epistemological Security and Feminist Challenges   
 
Kim England identifies the persistent problem of what she calls ‘epistemological security’ 
afforded by (neo)positivist methods as a barrier towards envisioning other ways of doing 
qualitative research based upon notions of intersubjectivity and reflexivity and rejecting 
notions of neutrality and detachment:  
 
One of the main attractions of ‘traditional’ neopositivist methods is that they provide a firmly 
anchored epistemological security from which to venture out and conduct research. 
Neopositivist empiricism specifies a strict dichotomy between object and subject as a 
prerequisite for objectivity. Such an epistemology is supported by methods that position the 
researcher as an omnipotent expert in control of both passive research subjects and the 
research process. Years of positivist-inspired training have taught us that impersonal, neutral 
detachment, distance and impartiality is an important criterion for good research. In these 
discussions of detachment, distance, and impartiality, the personal is reduced to a mere 
nuisance or a possible threat to objectivity. This threat is easily dealt with. The neopositivist 
professional armor includes a carefully constructed public self as a mysterious, impartial 
outsider, an observer freed of personality and bias (England 1994: 81).  
 
Feminist scholars tried to intervene in the ways that sciences think about and do research. 
Their main concerns were based on question about “whether and how customary approaches 
to knowledge production promote or obstruct the development of more democratic social 
relations” (Harding & Norbert 2005: 2009). Feminist researchers and women’s movements 
found in modernist ideals and positivist methods an important obstacle in their projects to 
rethink science in favour of constructing more democratic social relations. Feminist 
epistemologists of science, such as Donna Haraway and Sandra Harding, have extensively 
critiqued the modernist idea of objectivity as committing the ‘god-trick’ (Haraway 1988) and 
introduced the idea of situated knowledges as a resource and part of the instruments of inquiry 
of research (Haraway 1988, Harding 1991). As feminist philosopher Rosi Braidotti puts it, 
feminist epistemologists “have produced the most significant critiques of the false 
universalism of the European subject of knowledge: science as white men’s burden” 
(Braidotti 2005: 6).  
Haraway (1988) critiques classical Western perspectives on science that construct 
‘good science’ through notions of impartiality and objectivity. In classical conceptions, ‘good 
research’ is conducted by an impartial researcher with an unbiased vision and neutral 
methods. Here, ‘objectivity’ is about coming, seeing, analysing and judging from a neutral 
position. This illusion of ‘seeing from nowhere’ is what Haraway called the ‘god-trick’. 
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Taking up a seemingly unmarked position is available only to those who are in a dominant 
position in society. Against the classical conception of objectivity, Haraway constructs a 
feminist doctrine of objectivity, which is based on ‘situated knowledge’. She famously 
described what she sees as the distortions that result from committing the god-trick in science 
as such:  
 
Only those occupying the positions of the dominators are self-identical, unmarked, 
disembodies, unmediated, transcendent, born again. It is unfortunately possible for the 
subjugated to lust for and even scramble into that subject-position – and then disappear from 
view. Knowledge from the point of view of the unmarked is truly fantastic, distorted, and 
irrational. The only position from which objectivity could not possibly be practiced and 
honored is the standpoint of the master, the Man, the One God, whose Eye produces, 
appropriates, and orders all difference. No one ever accused the God of monotheism of 
objectivity, only of indifference. The god-trick is self-identical, and we have mistaken that for 
creativity and knowledge, omniscience even (1988: 586-587). 
 
Haraway argues that it is not only desirable but also possible to have situated knowledge. It is 
possible to have at the same time an account of the ‘real’ world, a critical perspective on the 
researcher’s process of constructing meaning, as well as an understanding of the historical 
contingency for knowledge claims and knowing subjects (1988: 579).  
Feminist philosopher of science Sandra Harding (1993) constructed the concept of 
‘strong objectivity’, which can be achieved through standards for maximising objectivity. 
This requires that the “subject of knowledge is placed on the same critical, causal plane as the 
objects of knowledge” (Harding 1993: 69). Strong objectivity means that the researcher must 
be considered, instead of as a ‘neutral’ observer, as part of the object of knowledge. Or to put 
it simply, strong objectivity is about “learning to see ourselves as others see us” (Harding in: 
Hirsh & Olson 1995: 204). It means realising and reflecting upon how the researcher’s 
positionality and biography directly affect qualitative research and the ways in which 
qualitative research is a dialogical process structured by both the researcher and the 
participants (England 1994). Practicing strong objectivity in feminist research is, according to 
Sharlene Nagy Hesse-Biber and Patricia Levey (2011) about posting certain critical questions 
about one’s own production of knowledge. This means asking questions such as:  
 
 How do my values and attitudes and beliefs enter into the research process? Do I only ask 
questions from my perspective?  
 How does my own agenda shape what I ask and what I find? 
 How does my research standpoint (the attitudes and values I bring to the interview 
situation) affect how I gather, analyze and interpret my data? From whose perspective am 
I conducting my research? (2011: 112) 
  
Through challenging conventional epistemologies and their methodologies, Sandra Harding 
and Kathryn Norbert write, feminist thinking has contributed to what they call the 
“epistemological crisis” of the Western world. The way in which ruling groups of the West 
think and do is no longer regarded “the legitimate standard for what the rest of the world 
should think and do, if it ever was so regarded anywhere except among such groups” 
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(Harding & Norbert 2005: 2010). The epistemological and methodological challenges by 
feminist thinkers are many, and include not only concerns over objectivity and knowledge 
production, but also issues and questions such as the intersectionality of race, class and gender 
and other structural social features, the essentialising of women and men into biological-social 
categories, the question of the relationship between what is socially constructed and fully 
‘real’ in specific phenomena in society, and the issue of “the apparent impossibility of 
accurate interpretation, translation and representation among radically different cultures” in 
the face of current global and national politics and public debates (Harding & Norbert 2005: 
2011). The challenges to objectivist social science demand greater reflection of feminist 
researchers and the production of more inclusive methods sensitive to the power relations that 
are inherent to doing research. Yvonna Lincoln and Norman Denzin speak of these challenges 
in terms of ruptures in thinking, “road signs that mark the point of no return” and that build 
towards what is called the ‘reflexive turn’ (Lincoln & Denzin 2003: 2).   
 
 
2.2.2. A Reflexive Approach in Qualitative Research  
 
Reflexivity is a widely used strategy in feminist research (Taylor 1998). This is because, 
Barbara Pini suggests, “it is epistemologically and ontologically connected with feminism, 
and in particular, the feminist critique of knowledge and knowledge production” (2004: 170). 
Building upon the work of Kim England (1994) and Sue Plowman (1995), she understands 
reflexivity in her research as combining the two processes of the critical scrutiny of the self as 
researcher and the examination of how those under study position you as the researcher in 
terms of gender, ethnicity, sexuality, class and age. Pointing at the critique regarding 
reflexivity in research by Gillian Rose (1997), Pini argues that reflexivity does not mean that 
the self can be revealed or fully represented through self-reflection, but that it is possible and 
important to seek to incorporate some of the ambiguities of identity work in the process of 
research (2004: 169-170). In her paper, Pini explores some different identities she inhabited 
throughout her research, such as those of farmer, woman, Italian-Australian, daughter and 
‘nice country girl’, and how these identities enabled or constrained her work as a researcher. 
She emphasises that these identities were neither discrete nor stable, as “[o]ur identities are 
constituted across a range of different discourses, often competing and inconsistent, and 
constructed not just by us, but for us (2004: 171).  
In the work of Amy Best (2003) we find an example of an in-depth reflection upon 
mutual constructions of ethnic identity during research in the relation between researcher and 
researched. Her article analyses the process of doing race and the managing, negotiating and 
solidifying of racial identities of both herself as individual researcher and of those she studied. 
Another inspiring example of how productive reflections can be made upon the role of the 
researcher’s biography and identity in doing research on religion is provided by Martijn de 
Koning, Edien Bartels and Danielle Koning (2012). They describe the challenges and 
consequences of doing research within a field and on a topic that has become subject to 
intense public debate – in their case research on Islam and Muslims in the Netherlands 
conducted by researchers positioned as belonging to the ethnic and secular-religious majority 
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population. In their article ‘Claiming the Researcher’s Identity’, they reflect upon the relation 
between the identity of the researcher and the identity of the researched. They point at the 
different and shifting roles researchers can take up during their qualitative research – in this 
case anthropological fieldwork – in order to be able to relate to the respondents and avoid 
controversy or exclusion. With the concept intersubjectivity as formulated by Michael 
Jackson (1998), the authors pose the following questions regarding the productive role of 
ethnic and religious identities in research:  
 
What is the effect if one of the interacting persons is a member of a majority group, while the 
other is a member of a minority group? Or, […] what consequences does it have that the 
researchers are part of the religious and ethnic majority (secular/Christian and white Dutch), 
while the informants belong to religious and ethnic minorities (Muslim and of 
Moroccan/Turkish origin)  (de Koning, Bartels & Koning 2012: 174)?  
 
Throughout the article, they identify and describe their shifting roles as researchers during 
fieldwork among Muslims in the Netherlands under the headings of ‘the researcher as 
partner’, ‘the researcher as believer’ and ‘the researcher as youth worker’. The authors show 
that in qualitative research, multiple identities regarding ethnicity and the religious and the 
secular are lived out and mutually constructed, and simultaneously “experienced and 
interpreted both on an individual and on a group level” (de Koning, Bartels & Koning 2012: 
184).   
 The article referred to above has been helpful for rethinking some of the mutual 
identity constructions between myself as researcher and the research participants during my 
own qualitative research among feminist groups and organisations of various backgrounds 
memberships in Flanders. Arriving in 2010 from the Netherland in Belgium, I embarked upon 
my research on feminism, religion and secularism with hardly any previous knowledge about 
the general historical, social, cultural and religious context in which my research is situated, 
nor did I have any knowledge about the local history of women’s movements in particular. 
Officially a migrant – at least in the Ghent municipality I needed to register myself as a new 
Ghentian inhabitant at the ‘migrant service desk’ – being white I am generally not perceived 
or treated as a ‘migrant’, a category to which negative connotations stick, such as those of 
non-whiteness and low social-economic status. At the same time, I cannot hide my non-
Belgian origins and nationality, for my particular accent in speaking Dutch reveals my border-
crossing between neighbouring countries as soon as I open my mouth to speak. This means 
that in general I am considered to belong to the ethnic-cultural, social-economic and linguistic 
majority of the population in Flanders (white, middle class and Dutch-speaking). However, I 
am expected to be an outsider to the political and religious history of Belgium, and to have 
relatively little knowledge of the current political and civil society make-up. While following 
up public debates on religion, the secular and women’s emancipation, I felt that my Dutch 
Protestant background and education played some role in how I started to pose questions 
regarding dominant understandings about the relationship between religion and women’s 
emancipation. Raised in a Protestant environment, I grew up with some sense for diversity 
within religious traditions, also in terms of gender and sexuality, and felt that the notion of 
religion in general in Flemish debates very often lacks any connotation of diversity and seems 
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to refer often to rigidity and hierarchy. While this is a reflection of many people’s experiences 
with official Catholicism, I found it estranging and problematic to notice how religion in 
general came to stand for rigidity, hierarchy, irrationality and oppression, especially among 
leftist politicians and activists, who seem to pay little attention to the existence of diversity 
and contestations within religions, and therefore for the possibilities of change from within 
religious frameworks. My secular/Protestant standpoint, shaped by being versed in a 
Protestant normativity that is described by Janet Jakobsen as building “the autonomous 
individual who stands alone before God and acts on individual interests in the marketplace” 
(2012: 25), might have made me sensitive in a particular way to the distinct ways in which 
‘religion’ is constructed in a historically Catholic context.       
 Doing religion and ethnicity was in various ways part of my qualitative research. I 
conducted interviews among members of five different feminist groups and organisations with 
various backgrounds and memberships, and became throughout those four years more 
familiar with the local field of feminist academic research and academic-popular leftist and 
antiracist critique. I presented myself in those different contexts as a PhD candidate doing 
research on feminism and religion and with an interest in feminist coalition building across 
religious and ethnic differences among women. This elicited different responses from various 
people. Among the rare responses were, for example, some assuming on my part an uncritical 
or even apologetic stance vis-à-vis religion, some others understanding my interest in 
studying religion and feminism as necessarily connected to a religious feminist identity, and 
again some others expecting a too critical and non-affirming stance on my part regarding 
dominant categories and experiences, such as whiteness. The first two responses went hand in 
hand with the positioning of those who questioned me as secular, or even antireligious. The 
third one was based upon a reluctance to discuss (into depth) the issue of ethnicity (in this 
case whiteness) and the problem of racism as mechanisms of exclusion, in which white people 
are implicated. In general, however, I was positioned as a feminist researcher sensitive to 
issues of ethnicity and religion, and was often responded to as ‘one of us’ in terms of critical 
outlook and commitments. Due to this perception of myself as ‘one of us’ and the relative 
ease of building contacts and relationships of trust connected to this positioning, I felt even 
more the pressure of the responsibility of conveying the histories, importance and 
accomplishments of the feminist groups and organisations that are part of this research as well 
as I am able to. I did not find it easy to create a good balance between espousing a critical and 
at the same time an affirmative stance vis-à-vis the feminist groups and organisations I 
studied.       
 In the building of relationships with participants in the research, issues of ethnicity and 
religion again played some role, but in general it was rather easy to establish first contacts 
with the feminist groups/organisations studied in this research. All of them have 
spokeswomen, staff members and/or volunteers who are used to being approached by 
journalists, other civil society organisations and researchers for information and/or 
collaboration. This means that most of the participants in my research, most of them highly 
educated and belonging to the same socio-economic class as myself, were easy to approach 
and establish further contact with, and are (some more than others) used to participating in 
interviews with researchers and students. However, establishing contact with some of the 
Muslim members of the autonomous group Baas Over Eigen Hoofd!, the first feminist group 
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studied in this research, was not that easy. Several reasons can account for this, among which 
my identity as a white non-Muslim researcher. Also during the interviews with Muslim staff 
members or volunteers of feminist groups and organisations, I felt that some were open to talk 
about the role of religion in their identities and lives, while others were more reluctant about 
this topic. In a context in which Islam has become subject of public debates and regulation, 
the diverging worldviews and ethnic backgrounds of the researcher and those of the 
informants became factors in processes of building more or less easy contact and trust (de 
Koning, Bartels & Koning 2012). 
   Another final issue that has been extensively questioned and debated among feminist 
qualitative researchers is that of the researcher’s ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ positions to the 
community or groups s/he studies (Acker 2000, Collins 1991, England 1994, Longman 2002, 
Longman 2003, Naples 1996). The ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ terminology, however, should not 
be taken as referring to clearly delineated and fixed positions. As Sandra Acker (2000) argues, 
the researcher’s multiple subjectivity allows her/him to be both insider and outsider 
simultaneously and to shift position back and forth. This happens not always at will, but with 
some degree of agency. Sonya Dwyer and Jennifer Buckle (2009) explore in their article ‘On 
Being and Insider/Outsider in Qualitative Research’ the strengths and challenges of 
conducting qualitative research from an insider as well as an outsider position to the group 
under study. With the notion of space in between the authors challenge the dichotomy of 
insider versus outsider status. While thinking about the insider/outsider issue in a dualistic 
manner is simplistic and restrictive, a dialectical approach allows rather to reflect upon, 
complexities differences and multiplicity. Dwyer and Buckle complicate the binary by 
pointing at differences and similarities that co-exist in the relationship between the researcher 
and the informants: 
 
Accepting this notion requires that noting the ways in which we are different from others 
requires that we also note the ways in which we are similar. This is the origin of the space 
between. It is the foundation that allows the position of both insider and outsider (2009: 60).   
 
During the research, I shifted position as ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ in terms of levels of 
involvement in the work of the various feminist groups and organisations studied. When it 
comes to the first and final case study of this dissertation, I can fairly describe my position as 
an outsider to the feminist perspectives and practices being developed there. My position 
regarding the second, third and fourth is rather different and shifts from outsider to partly 
insider to those organisations. At the start of each case study, I elaborate upon this position 
vis-à-vis the particular organisation under study.   
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2.3. Research Strategy and Method: Case Studies and Interviewing 
 
 
2.3.1. Case Studies of Feminism  
 
A substantial part of this dissertation consists of case study analysis of five feminist groups 
and organisations in Flanders. According to Sharlene Nagy Hesse-Biber & Patricia Levey 
(2011), case study research is not a methodology or method, but should be understood as a 
research strategy. Case study research relies on a few cases to investigate from different 
angles and methods. Because it enables complex, nuanced and in-depth understanding of the 
subject of inquiry, it is often performed with social justice purposes in mind (2011: 255-256). 
The case studies of feminist groups and organisations are conducted through analysing in-
depth interviews and written material such as policy papers, opinion articles and brochures. 
Case study research is always partial and cannot claim to give a representative account of the 
issues under investigation. Instead, it should aim to provide detailed understanding of these 
issues from the perspective of a few cases, as this might shed new light on the subject in 
general (Flyvberg 2004). Case studies can be conducted from all kinds of theoretical 
approaches (Hesse-Biber & Levey 2011: 255), but the understanding of case study research 
formulated above suits the frameworks of feminist research, which seeks to create 
contextualized and partial truths. Feminist perspectives in research aims to avoid the absolute 
knowledge claims that have historically oppressed women and other marginalized groups of 
people in society (Hesse-Biber & Levey 2011: 23). 
 The choice for the five feminist groups and organisations investigated in this 
dissertation needs explanation, as a focus on other feminist groups and organisations in 
Flanders could certainly also have been imagined as well. My choice originated both from 
conscious deliberation and the circumstances I found myself in, in terms of the people I got to 
know and the advice I received during my research. I cannot claim to present an overview and 
analysis that is representative of the Dutch-speaking women’s movement in Belgium at large, 
instead this dissertation provides a partial insight into specific developments taking place 
currently among feminist groups and organisations in Flanders, which probably also take 
place within groups and organisations that are not considered here, and across regional and 
national borders, although they will be situated differently and have various outcomes. As 
Mik, Braidotti, Esche & Hlavajova pointed out, research based on case studies can “neither 
claim universality nor a particular status that is unique to itself. Its peculiarities are tempered 
by generic West-European and global conditions, but they do not override them” (2007, 
quoted by Midden 2010: 13).  
 The five feminist groups and organisations included in this research are Baas Over 
Eigen Hoofd!, Motief, Vrouwen Overleg Komitee, ella and Femma. Their visions and 
activities are part of the Flemish public debates in various ways, such as through writing 
opinion pieces in newspapers, organising lectures and workshops, participating in debates, 
and activism. All of them, although some more intensively and deliberately than others, have 
discussions and make reflections about public debates, political developments and policy-
making in relation to their own responses and practices. These two aspects – being part of 
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public debates and being engaged in internal discussions and reflection – make the actors 
considered in this research relevant for the analysis of the relationship between religion and 
women’s emancipation. The five feminist groups and organisations will each be elaborately 
introduced in the five case study chapters regarding their backgrounds, the written material 
included in the investigation, and my position as a researcher vis-à-vis the particular 
group/organisation under study.  
  
 
2.3.2. Feminist In-Depth Interviewing  
  
The in-depth interviews and written material belonging to the five case studies are approached 
as narratives and discourses about religion and women’s emancipation. These narratives and 
discourses are analysed through the categories of religion and the secular, looking at how 
dominant understandings about religion and the secular are challenged, reconstructed and/or 
reinforced. Scholars across the humanities and social sciences have pointed at the ubiquity of 
narrative in Western society and agree that the importance of studying people’s narratives as a 
way of revealing the fundamental interest in constructing and communicating meaning and 
making sense of experience (Chase 1995: 273). Discourse is here understood in Foucauldian 
terms as a way of talking, writing or thinking about an issue or practice. This means that 
discourses not only express but also constitute and construct social realities through language, 
and determine how we act. Discourses, therefore, “are part of who we are (how we experience 
ourselves) and how we think, speak and act (how we experience the world)” (Cranny-Francis, 
Waring, Stavropoulos & Kirkby 2005: 93). They play an important role in producing 
knowledge, meaning and subjectivity (McLaughlin 2003: 116-120). Studying discourses is 
moreover a way of analysing the operations of power in society, as discourse is a means by 
which power is constructed, distributed and/or contested and transformed. According to a 
Foucauldian understanding, power is conceptualised as the matrix of force relations which 
constitute society, and is therefore not just the possession of the privileged groups in society 
(Cranny-Francis, Waring, Stavropoulos & Kirkby 2005: 94-95).  
Regarding the method of interviewing, many feminist researchers have advocated a 
participatory model that aims to overcome the separation and hierarchical relationship 
between the researcher and the informants and to produce instead non-hierarchical and non-
manipulative relationships (Dwyer & Buckle 2009, Oakley 1981, Hesse-Biber 2007, Reinharz 
1983). Interviewing is a valuable research method for gaining insight into the world of 
informants regarding their perspectives and meaning-making. In-depth interviewing is 
particularly helpful in case the researcher wants to focus on a particular area of the 
informant’s life (Hesse-Biber 2007: 114, 122). Important features of in-depth interviewing 
are, as Robin Legard, Jill Keegan and Kit Ward (2003: 141-142) describe, the combination of 
structure with flexibility; interactivity; the aim of arriving at an understanding of meaning; the 
creation of knowledge; emphasis on depth, nuance and the informant’s own language; and 
finally, a face-to-face context. As this dissertation is situated within the constructivist research 
model, knowledge is not seen as given, but as created and negotiated. This means that the 
meanings of the informant’s story are not just ‘out there’ but are developed as the researcher 
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interprets them (Legard, Keenan & Ward 2003: 139). I conducted in-depth interviews with 
individual members of the five feminist groups and organisations present in this research, 
seeking to get at their ‘subjective’ understandings about the feminist group or organisation 
they belong to and their role within it, and about their own perspectives upon and experiences 
with the relationship between religion and women’s emancipation.   
Feminist researchers conduct a range of interviews varying from the unstructured, in-
depth conversation to a more structured and specific set of questions that fit into a survey 
format (Hesse-Biber 2007: 114). Which interviewing format is the most suitable depends on 
the goals of the particular research. As Sharlene Nagy Hesse-Biber puts it, “[a] move from the 
informal end of interviewing to the more formal, structured end is to move from an 
exploratory data gathering and indepth understanding goal of a project to a more theory 
testing set of goals” (2007: 117, emphasis original). I conducted interviews that can be 
described as informal semi-structured interviewing, in which I used a list of written questions 
that I wanted to cover within a particular interview, but at the same time, I was open to asking 
new questions throughout the conversation. I often took the lead from my informants, going 
where they wanted to go, while keeping my topics of interest in mind (Hesse-Biber: 115-116). 
As the feminist groups and organisations in this research vary regarding their histories and 
goals, and my own research priorities were refocused and revised during the years, I 
constructed new interview guides for each case study, which overlapped regarding themes but 
diverged regarding specific topics. For example, I focused on the particular histories of and 
current developments in each feminist group or organisation I studied, and connected the 
priorities of that particular group or organisation to individual perspectives and experiences. 
In general, I asked the same questions to everyone about personal perspectives on religion and 
feminism. However, as my research questions shifted during the years, the focus upon 
personal perspectives and experiences became more pronounced in case study 3, 4 and 5. I 
also changed the interview guide line a little bit for each person according to her position in 
the feminist group or organisation under study (board member, staff member or volunteer). 
My interview guide line for interviewing one of the national policy-makers of the women’s 
organisation Femma, for example, was constructed as the example below demonstrates. I 
treated the questions written in the guide line as topics that I really hoped to cover during the 
conversation, but I was open to new topics and thoughts of my informants, and often followed 
their initiative in exploring other directions. Proceeding as such, I often ended up discussing 
topics that suited my research interests, but about which I didn not know beforehand and 
therefore wouldn’t think of asking about them. Regarding Femma, to return to the example, I 
soon found out that it was much more interesting and productive to further explore the 
women’s organisation’s recent name-change, as this evoked controversy, instead of exploring 
Femma’s intercultural activities, about which I initially thought it would be a challenging 
entry to discussing women’s emancipation in relation to religion and cultural diversity in 
Femma. I translated my interview guide to English: 
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Interview guide line for one of Femma’s national policy makers.  
Questions divided into four general themes – 1) Femma as a women’s organisation; 2) 
Femma’s so-called intercultural activities; 3) personal trajectory in Femma; 4) personal 
viewpoint and experiences regarding religion and feminism. 
1. Femma as a women’s organisation 
- How would you describe the main priorities of Femma? 
- How would you describe Femma’s vieuwpoint regarding emancipation? 
- In which ways is Femma part of the Christian worker’s movement (ACW)? What 
does this connection mean today?  
- Femma used to be called Christian Working-Class Women. Can you tell me about 
the name-change to Femma since 2012? Why did the name-change take place? 
What is your own opinion about it?  
- Can you describe the Christian roots of Femma? In which ways are these roots 
today present in Femma, for example in Femma’s vieuwpoint or work? 
- Femma has a staff member who is responsible for Femma’s inspiration. What does 
that mean? What is exactly ‘inspiration’?  
- In which other ways are religion or women’s meaning making present in Femma? 
- Can you describe Femma’s policy-makers, staff members and membership 
regarding ethnicity, cultural background, religion, level of education? Is there any 
diversity present? 
- What organisations does Femma collaborate with in its activities? On which basis 
are collaborations established?  
2. Femma’s intercultural activities 
- Can you tell me about Femma’s intercultural activities? What are their main goals? 
How did those intercultural activities come into being? 
- What does it mean to work as a women’s organistion with women of various 
religious and cultural backgrounds? What does this mean for thinking about 
emancipation or feminism?  
- How is religion present in Femma’s intercultural activities?  
3. Personal trajectory in Femma 
- Can you tell me about your own history in Femma? How did you start working for 
Femma? How do you connect to Femma’s themes and priorities? 
- How do you experience working for Femma so far? 
- What surprised you during those years of working for Femma?   
4. Personal viewpoints and experiences regarding religion and feminism  
- What is your own perspective on feminism? What does feminism mean? Do you 
identify as a feminist? Why yes or no?  
- How do you understand emancipation? What does emancipation mean for you in 
your own life?  
- How would you describe your religion or worldview? Did your religion or 
worldview change through time? Is your religion or worldview connected to your 
ideas about feminism? If yes, how? 
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The actual research on the five feminist groups and organisations, including the exploration of 
written material and the conducting and analysis of in-depth interviews, took place between 
November 2010 and August 2013. Both living and conducting research in Flanders, during 
this period, I was able to alternate between reviewing literature, data collection, rethinking 
and revising the research questions, considering potential new case studies, and exploring the 
issues and topics that emerged from a first analysis of the data into new directions. 
 At the start of the interview, I always asked the informants for permission to make 
audio-recordings. None of the informants refused. As some of them are used to talking at 
times to researchers and journalists, they are probably already familiar to the presence of a 
tape recorder during a conversation. Others are used to give workshops or organise activities, 
are used to questions about feminism, women’s emancipation and inequality and to explain 
things and aren’t shy. Anyhow, my informants didn’t show discomfort about the tape recorder 
and seemed to forget soon about its presence altogether. I transcribed all interviews, which is 
time and energy consuming work. However, transcribing everything by yourself has the 
benefit of making you pay attention to every detail and the nuances of the conversation and to, 
in a way, relive the interview (De Graeve 2012: 47). The transcribed interviews were treated 
as individual narratives that construct meaning in the context of conversation. These 
narratives were subjected to a critical analysis regarding discourses on the relationship 
between religion, the secular and women’s emancipation. I did not use any software for 
qualitative data analyses, but used traditional tools, such as colour codings and track changes 
to code and organize my data and make notes about small pieces of text. I analysed all 
interviews twice, with some months time in between the first and second reading, and 
observed in each narrative new topics or nuances during the second analysis. This taught me 
that the process of reading, understanding, analysing and evaluating will be somehow 
different each time the researcher explores a specific interview transcript, as the reading will 
be informed by a slightly different perspective, questions and situation in which the researcher 
finds herself. I used common themes and categories to ‘get a grip’ on the narratives, such as 
‘feminism’, ‘Muslim women’, ‘solidarity’, ‘racism’, ‘religion’, ‘freedom of choice’, 
‘whiteness’, ‘privilege’, ‘emancipation’, ‘Islamic headscarf’, ‘diversity’, ‘spirituality’, 
‘Islam’, ‘Christianity’, ‘Catholicism’, ‘public debates’. These themes were analysed in terms 
of how they create understandings of religion and the secular, and what this says about the 
relationship between religion and women’s emancipation.  
 The chapters on the case studies in this dissertation (chapter 5, 6, 7, 8 and 9) are drawn 
from the analyses of written material and in-depth interviews among members of Baas Over 
Eigen Hoofd!, Motief, Vrouwen Overleg Komitee, ella and Femma. This means that these 
chapters include both formal discourses of the feminist groups and organisations studied as 
well as more personal viewpoints and experiences of individual members regarding religion 
and women’s emancipation. I experienced the written and personal narratives as challenging 
“materials to think with” and believe that the analyses reveal a number of important 
rethinkings, reconstructions and reinforcements of ideas about religion and the secular, and 
provides insights into how the relationship between religion and women’s emancipation is 
constructed and experienced by local feminist groups and organisations in Flanders. 
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Part 2: Reviewing a Political-Religious Context and Academic Debates 
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Chapter 3. Setting the Scene: the Flemish Social-Political and Religious 
Context  
 
In the previous chapter I described the methodological framework of this dissertation and 
elaborated on its research methods. In this chapter, I aim to provide an insight into the current 
social-political and religious context of Flanders based upon literature review. The chapter 
that follows this one will explore more elaborately academic literature on religion, feminism 
and women’s movements in Western Europe, focusing upon developments in Belgium and 
Flanders.  
This chapter provides the background against which the case studies of feminist 
groups and organisations are analysed. I coin the term Catholic secularity to describe the 
social-political and religious context of Flanders, a term that is not only descriptive but also 
critically reveals the political and social inequality between various currently existing 
religious minorities vis-à-vis the white secular/Catholic majority population. While political 
and legal inequality of different religious minorities in relation to the majority population 
exists, I focus here mainly upon the current position of Islam and Muslims as this position is a 
highly debated and contested issue. In other words, I use the term Catholic secularity to 
describe and reveal how the religious-secular landscape of Flanders leads to certain dominant 
formations of what is considered religion and the secular. The Flemish religious-secular 
landscape is since recent decades characterised by: first of all, increasing secularisation, not 
least in terms of the levels of individual church-going of its majority population, but also in 
terms of a process of identity construction within civil society organisations that are part of 
the Catholic pillar (Dobbelaere 2008, 2010); secondly, an increasing visibility of new 
generations of socially mobile Muslims, who make political-social claims about equal 
representation, freedom of religion and non-discrimination (Fadil & Kanmaz 2009); and 
finally, a continuing privileged and financially powerful position of Catholicism in its 
relationship to the state (Dobbelaere 2008, Franken & Loobuyck 2012). I will demonstrate 
that formations of the secular that emerge from this changing landscape assume to trigger 
neutrality and inclusivity, but keep out of sight the fact that normative understandings about 
religion and secularity are shifting and that power relations are implicated (Asad 2003, Fadil 
2011, Bracke 2011), and that especially Islam as a religious tradition and Muslim minorities 
are currently targeted to assimilate to these normative constructions.  
 First, I discuss the Belgian church-state relationship, the two-fold recent 
transformation of the Belgian landscape in terms of cultural and religious-secular 
diversification, and recent developments and shifts in politics and public debates in Flanders. 
Current public debates about religion, secularism and women’s emancipation need to be 
situated and understood against this background. Finally, I focus on prevailing discourses and 
regulations with respect to the Islamic headscarf. These explorations serve as a necessary 
background for the analysis of the discourses and practices of the feminist groups and 
organisations studied in this research.  
Before I sketch out this context, it is important to briefly describe the Belgian geo-
political situation. Belgium is situated in Western Europe in between the Netherlands at the 
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northern border, France at the southern border and Germany and Luxembourg at its eastern 
border. Figure 1 and 2 show a map of Belgium as it is situated within Western Europe. 
 
               
Figure 1, map of Belgium,               Figure 2, map of Europe, 
http://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Belgi%C3%AB               http://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Europa_(werelddeel)   
 
Belgium is a federal state with its own central government, yet it is divided into three 
linguistic communities (with own parliaments and governments for the Dutch-speaking, the 
French-speaking and the German-speaking communities) and three regions (also with their 
own legislative institutions and governments: the northern Flemish region, the Brussels 
Capital region and the southern Walloon region.
8
 Figure 3 and 4 below show maps of the 
three regions and three linguistic communities of Belgium: 
                  
Figure 3, the three regions of Belgium: Flanders   Figure 4, the three linguistic communities 
(olive green), Brussel Capital (blue) and Walloon  of Belgium: Dutch-speaking (olive green),  
(red),  http://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Belgi%C3%AB   French-speaking (red) and German-speaking 
(blue), http://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Belgi%C3%AB  
 
                                                          
8
 http://www.belgium.be/nl/over_belgie/overheid/   
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Thus, having federal, linguistic and regional governments in combination with governments at 
the levels of provinces and municipalities, means that Belgian law and policies are 
constructed and implemented through five different levels of legislative institutions and 
governments. Although Belgium has a surface area of no more than 30.528 km² and less than 
eleven million inhabitants, it is governed by six governments: one federal government, two 
regional governments (the Walloon and the Brussels Metropolitan region), two community 
governments (the French and German speaking community) and one government for the 
Flemish region and community. All these governments have their own sets of capacities – a 
complex situation that even many Belgian adult citizens do not fully grasp.
9
 Belgium is one of 
the most densely populated nation-states of Europe, with at 1 January 2010 a total number of 
10.839.905 inhabitants. The region of Flanders is inhabited by 6.252.983 people and is the 
wealthiest and most densely populated, while the Walloon region (including the German-
speaking community) is inhabited by 3.498.385 people. In the region of the Capital Brussels, 
a number of 1.089.538 inhabitants live.
10 I conducted my research among Dutch-speaking 
feminist groups and organisations in Belgium, whose field of activities and actions is among 
the Dutch-speaking community in Flanders and Brussels.  
 
 
3.1. The Belgian Relationship between Church and State  
 
Contemporary public debates about and policy-making regarding religion, secularism, cultural 
diversity and women’s emancipation need to be critically approached and understood, first of 
all, against the background of the specific Belgian relationship between church and state and 
the political, social and religious history of pillarisation. The next two sections therefore 
discuss the Belgian formation of a church-state relationship and the history of a pillarised 
society of Catholics, Liberals and Socialists. 
 
 
3.1.1. A Regime of Active Neutrality   
 
Gily Coene and Chia Longman (2008) point out that the historical connections of Belgium 
with the neighboring nation-states of the Netherlands and France are of importance regarding 
the formation of the Belgian regime of active neutrality. Not only historical but also current 
connections with these two countries have an impact on understandings of religion, 
secularism and women’s emancipation, as well as on policies regarding religious-cultural 
minorities in the Dutch-speaking and French-speaking communities (2008: 3-4). Belgium 
became an independent nation-state in 1830 – before that year, the region was subsequently 
situated within French and Dutch borders and jurisdiction. Former French and Dutch rule left 
important traces on Belgian constructions of the relationship between church and state, 
freedom of religion and interpretations of the notion of neutrality. The Belgian constitution of 
                                                          
9
 http://statbel.fgov.be 
10
 http://www.belgium.be/nl/over_belgie/land/bevolking/   
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1831 articulates a regime of ‘active neutrality’, which diverges importantly from the French 
law on the separation of church and state that was passed in 1905. The Belgian constitution 
does not include a strict separation of church and state, but opted from the start for an actively 
supported pluralism on the level of philosophy and worldviews, which contributes to the 
effective enjoyment of freedom of worship. The combination of freedom of religion and 
worship and positive support of various worldviews is characteristic for the Belgian system. 
Both articles 19 and 20 of the constitution secure freedom of religion. According to article 21, 
the government has no right to interfere in the appointment of ministers of worship. 
Moreover, article 24 determines freedom of education, which means that not only are parents 
free to send their children to a school of their choice, but (religious) organisations are also free 
to establish their own schools. Article 181 is relevant when it comes to state support for 
religious communities. It determines that the government pays the salaries and retirement of 
ministers of worship as well as of the representatives of recognised non-confessional 
worldviews (in Dutch often called levensbeschouwing, a term that can be translated to ‘life-
stance’), who provide moral services (Coene & Longman 2008: 8, Franken & Loobuyck 
2012: 16).  
Today, various religions, but also non-confessional life-stance, are officially 
recognised and financially supported by the Belgian government. Next to Catholicism, the 
state recognised Protestantism, the Anglican Church and Judaism, and more recently also 
Islam (1974), the Orthodox Church (1985) and non-confessional and freethinkers’ 
organisations (1993). The process of government recognition of Buddhism as a religious 
tradition is currently running. Uniquely in Europe, freethinkers’ organisations are officially 
recognised and supported on the basis of equal treatment of religious traditions and non-
religious life stances. In Flanders, these organisations are united in the Union of Humanist 
Associations (Coene & Longman 2008: 8). The recognised religions and non-confessional 
life-stances enjoy a number of privileges. The government pays ministers of worship and 
chaplains and mentors in hospitals, prison and the military. It financially supports education in 
public schools about religions and worldviews. The recognised religions and non-confessional 
life-stance receive airtime on the public television and radio channels. And housing and 
material goods for ministers of worship are subsidised (Coene & Longman 2008: 8, Franken 
& Loobuyck 2012: 16). 
 While Leni Franken and Patrick Loobuyck (2012) evaluate the principles of the 
recognition of religious and non-confessional communities as falling within the category of 
state liberal neutrality, the policies of supporting these communities clearly are not neutral but 
prioritise and benefit Catholicism. This leads to inequality between the historically established 
tradition of Catholicism and minority religious and non-confessional communities. The 
authors mention the differences in salaries for the ‘employees’ of the different communities, 
and the unfair distribution of financial support with over 75% of the budget for salaries and 
retirements afforded to ‘employees’ of the Catholic Church (2012: 19-21). This is the reason 
why the Human Rights Committee of the United Nations in a 1998 rapport reprimanded the 
Belgian state-church regime for not respecting the principles of non-discrimination and 
freedom of religion and equality. Also within Belgium, policymakers and advisors are 
discussing the possibilities to reform the system. Both the ‘Commission of the Wise’ (2005) 
and the subsequent working group of policy advisors (2009) argued for the need to reform the 
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law and policies regarding the support of religious and non-confessional communities. The 
latter posited the necessity of equal status, salary and retirement for all ministers of worship 
and moral consultants (2012: 22). However, not only the policies following official 
recognition, but also the process and policies regarding the recognition of a religious or non-
confessional community itself are in reality not neutral. As the government approach to all 
communities is based on the model of the Catholic Church, it created difficulties for other 
communities to reach the status of recognition. As Franken and Loobuyck explain:  
  
In order to receive the privileges connected to recognition, the specific religion or life-stance 
needs to structure itself in a way that it has a representative that acts as the community’s 
representative in conversations with the government. This criterion is based on the internal 
structure and hierarchical organisation of the Catholic Church, where the conference of 
Bishops is its representative. This demand cannot be used regarding other religions and non-
confessional traditions, which might be structured differently. It is not a surprise that this 
criterion created difficulties for Protestants, Muslims and Buddhists. This demand for a certain 
structure touches upon the state’s neutrality as it seems to profess a preference for a specific 
organisational structure. Moreover, the principle of equality is transgressed here as the 
government exercises too much control over the internal organisation of life-stances. For 
example, the government obliged the Muslim community to create a representative for 
consultation (the Muslim executive) and elections were organized in 1993, 1998 and 2005. 
However, state intervention went further than that: the government did not only demand the 
Islamic communities to organise themselves into an umbrella organisation, the government 
also screened candidates elected for the Muslim executive and rejected some of them (2012: 
19-20, translation mine). 
 
Meryem Kanmaz and Mohamed El Battiui describe the long and hazardous process of 
establishing the Muslim executive. Due to the many criteria and interventions of the state in 
the process and the agitations that emerged from it on the side of Muslim communities, the 
Muslim executive was not established before 2003. This executive functioned only for one 
year, as in 2004 new elections for its members took place. The Muslim executive immediately 
faced a number of complicated tasks, such as the appointment of teachers Islam, the 
appointment and payment of imams, and the acknowledgment and maintenance of the places 
of worship (2004: 8-9). In light of the inequalities between the religious communities in their 
relationship with the state and the state’s controlling attitude especially towards Islam, and the 
debates that continue about the Belgian model of church-state relationships (e.g. Dankaers 
2011), Patrick Loobuyck and Leni Franken conclude an essay on religious diversity in a 
secular society by raising the following question: 
 
The issue of how we should implement the principle of the separation of church and state is 
subject of debate. Various concrete models of church-state regimes exist, which can be 
brought in accordance with the general principle. The separation of church and state does not 
mean, however, that life stances and politics have nothing to do with each other. There will 
always exist a certain relationship between life stance and the state, whether we like it or not. 
Moreover, the separation is not an ahistorical one, it evolves across time and depends on the 
circumstances. Thus, the relationship between the state, the public sphere and life stances is 
not settled once and for all. The fundamental question for the future is how we want that 
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relationship to look like. Do we pretend it does not exist, do we try to minimalize it, or are we 
going to actively work on it? (Loobuyck & Franken 2012: 241, translation mine)  
 
The church-state relationship is not only subject of debate regarding the criteria and policies 
of recognition and the distribution of financial support for religious and non-confessional 
traditions, but also regarding the specific laws on religious and non-confessional education in 
public schools. The Belgian law dictates that parents should be enabled to choose for their 
children education in one of the seven religions and non-confessional traditions that are 
officially recognised by the Belgian state, which means they can choose for their child to have 
Catholic, Protestant, Orthodox Christian, Anglican, Jewish or Islamic education or non-
confessional ethics. The way this education is currently organised at public schools is 
complex and expensive. The school is responsible for offering the child the religious 
education of the parents’ choice. So even when there is only one child at a certain school for 
which the parents prefer to have Anglican education, the school needs to provide this child 
with a teacher, a classroom and the materials for education. In recent years, ideas pro and 
contra the reform of this system were proposed. One idea that is formulated and embraced by 
several reform-minded protagonists in the debate is that of creating one new compulsory 
subject for all in which various religions and worldviews that exist world-wide can be 
discussed (Loobuyck & Franken 2011).
11
 The debate continues up until today.
12
 
 
 
3.1.2. A Pillarised Society of Catholics, Liberals and Socialists  
 
A second reason for the particularity of the Belgian histories of religion and secularisation 
within the European context is its recent history of ‘pillarisation’, elaborately described by 
historians Els Witte, Jan Craybeckx and Alain Meynen (2006). Similar to the Netherlands, 
Belgium used to be a pillarised society divided into tightly integrated communities (i.e. 
pillars) formed on the basis of religion or ideology. These pillars emerged as a result from 
political mobilisation in the 19
th
 century that centered on liberalism, socialism and 
Catholicism. In the 1950s, in a period of political conservatism, the system of pillarisation 
was reinforced and became even more politically, socially and cultural entrenched. Politics, 
administration, civil society, media and social life were divided and organised in autonomous 
political-societal structures called pillars: the liberal, the socialist and the Catholic pillar (in 
the Netherlands, a fourth pillar existed – that of the Protestants). The government acted as 
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 See for an indication of the debates about the organization of religious education at Flemish public schools the 2010 
opinion article ‘Breng Godsdienstonderwijs bij de Tijd’, signed by philosophers Ludo Abicht, Eva Brems, Jan Verplaetse, Guy 
Vanheeswijck, Nick the Clippel, Walter van Herck, Stijn Latre and Peter Visser. 
http://www.demorgen.be/dm/nl/2461/Opinie/article/detail/1104968/2010/05/12/Breng-godsdienstonderwijs-bij-de-
tijd.dhtml  
12
 See for example the 2011 opinion text by the Free Flemish Christian Democrats (VVC) entitled ‘Recht op 
Godsdienstonderwijs’,  
http://www.knack.be/nieuws/recht-op-godsdienstonderwijs/article-opinion-33444.html  
And the overview article by Daan Oostveen, ‘Over een Eenheidsvak in het Levensbeschouwelijk Onderwijs in Belgie’, 
http://www.dewereldmorgen.be/artikels/2013/09/02/over-een-eenheidsvak-in-het-levensbeschouwelijk-onderwijs-in-
belgie  
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intermediary between the different ideological and religious communities (Witte, Craybeckx 
& Meynen 2006). 
In Flanders, the Catholic pillar is up until today traditionally the largest and politically, 
socially-culturally and economically the most powerful, while in Walloon the Socialist pillar 
is the largest one. Everything in society used to be organised according to these three pillars. 
In both communities, the liberal pillar is the smallest. Growing up, for example, as a Catholic 
in Flemish pillarised society meant that one belonged to a nearby church, voted for a Catholic 
political party, joined a Catholic sport teams, attended a Catholic school, bought groceries at 
shops owned by Catholics, and asked for social support from a Catholic welfare organisation 
– all as if Catholics formed a separate ethnic community in society. Unlike the Netherlands, 
historically, Belgium is regarding its system of pillarisation not familiar with religious 
pluralism. While in the Netherlands, pillarisation collapsed at the end of the 1960s under the 
pressures of the sexual revolution, the student revolt and the rise to power of the post-World 
War II babyboomers, in Belgium pillarisation proved durable at least until the 1970s (Witte, 
Craybeckx & Meynen 2005, van der Veer 2006, Coene & Longman 2008).  
In the 1980s and 1990s the ideological profiles of the pillars weakened and the number 
of their (militant) members decreased. However, their political parties and civil society 
organisations continued to have an impact on policy-making and to provide their members 
with services and organised activities. The historical power struggle between the Liberal and 
Socialist pillars versus the Catholic pillar is one of the fundaments of the coming into being of 
the Belgian state and public sphere as it looks like today. The non-confessional tradition of 
freethinking, which is recognised by the Belgian state, provided liberal and socialist 
politicians and civil society in the 1960s with a motor behind their struggle against the social-
political role and power of Catholicism through humanist anticlerical thinking and sentiments 
(Witte, Craeybeckx & Meynen 2005). During the 1960s, the major political struggles about 
the role of Catholicism in public education between the Catholic party and the liberal and 
socialist parties (the so-called school wars) pacified, and political attention was diverted to 
socio-economic issues and language controversies between the Flemish and Walloon 
communities. This process of pacification at the level of worldviews meant that what Els 
Witte, Jan Craeybeckx and Alain Meynen call ‘combative humanism’ moved outside of the 
structures of political parties and became the monopoly of the organised humanist 
organisations, such as the Humanist Verbond (Humanist Alliance, established in 1951) and 
the umbrella organisation Unie van Vrijzinnige Verenigingen (Flemish Union of Humanist 
Associations, established in 1971) (2005: 289-292). Up until today, political disputes and 
controversies are often articulated along the traditional pillarised political-social divisions. 
However, due to increasing pluralism, secularisation, competitive individualism and 
consumerism, the pillars are of decreasing importance in social life, and have especially lost 
meaning for the new generation (Witte, Craybeckx & Meynen 2005). 
The development of women’s movements in Belgium, as Maarten Van Ginderachter 
(2005) explains, is influenced by the history of pillarisation in the early 1900s. The Catholic, 
liberal and socialist political families founded women’s organisations linked to the pillars, in 
order to counter the politically divisive potential of feminism, represented by the Ligue du 
Droit des Femmes, founded in 1892. The socialist party launched a campaign for universal 
suffrage, but opposed, together with liberals, women’s enfranchisement. As women were 
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generally considered to be devout Catholics, the Catholic party and religious hierarchy 
supported female suffrage (2005: 268). After World War I, most Belgian women’s 
organisations had become entrenched in the Catholic, socialist or liberal political parties. Only 
a limited number of feminists advocated for women’s rights in small independent 
organisations. Pillarisation, as Van Ginderachter puts it, 
 
…gave a peculiar twist to the woman’s question in Belgium because, in general, it made 
politicisation of women more acute. Women were mobilised and drawn into the public sphere 
by their adherence to the women’s organisations of the pillars, to a larger extent than in non-
pillarised countries. […] A side effect of pillarisation was that it left virtually no room for 
politically independent organisations. If one wanted to be heard, one simply had to adhere to a 
pillar, which explains the weakness of the independent individualist feminist movement (2005: 
269). 
  
Because of this particular history of pillarisation, the Belgian practice of ‘active neutrality’ is 
the result of political compromises, rather than deliberately endeavouring for establishing an 
ideal or ideology. Some of the historical fault lines between the Catholics and humanist 
freethinkers, as well as between socialists and liberals, are expressed in the current headscarf 
debates. The Belgian federal state applies a strict logic of multicultural recognition regarding 
the linguistic communities, but does not apply this logic to all types of diversity between 
social, cultural and religious groups. According to Coene and Longman, this means that new 
minorities have the opportunity to express their interests in the established terms of equal 
treatment. At the same time, this framework of equal treatment hampers new minorities to 
express their interests and demands independently and outside of the traditional fault lines, 
political compromises and pillars (2008: 9). For example, Muslim women are faced with the 
‘choice’ to express their demands within the institutionalised framework in terms of the equal 
treatment of religion, the accommodation of cultural differences and/or equal opportunities of 
men and women. The same applies to civil society organisations in general, such as women’s 
organisations, which are usually not only situated within linguistic communities but also 
linked to a certain pillar. This raises the question for Muslim women whether they should try 
to found an own movement or rather connect to existing women’s or migrant’s organisations 
(Coene & Longman 2008: 10).  
 The above sections discussed the Belgian regime of active neutrality and the history of 
pillarisation. They demonstrated that the Belgian church-state relationship privileges 
historically embedded social groups and religious minorities and disadvantages new groups. It 
offers new minorities and movements a structure and established terms for claims-making, but 
at the same time hampers their independent expression of interests and demands. This context 
raises questions such as regarding the possibilities and difficulties for Muslim women’s 
activism and claims-making in particular, but also regarding the possibilities for formulating 
critique and political, social, cultural and religious demands independent from dominant 
institutionalised frameworks and terminology more generally.    
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3.2. Two-fold Social Transformation in Flanders 
 
Belgium, historically a predominantly white and Catholic society (Flanders in particular), is 
experiencing two social transformations since the last decades. These can be described as 
religious-cultural diversification and the process of secularisation. These profound 
transformations for the white majority population should be analysed together as this enables 
a situated approach towards understanding current feminist perspectives and practices of 
religion and women’s emancipation.  
 
 
3.2.1. Religious and Cultural Diversification  
 
The first social transformation is the increasing cultural-religious diversification of especially 
the urban regions of Flanders, due to the arrival of ‘guest-workers’, postcolonial migrants, 
asylum seekers and refugees (Centrum voor Gelijkheid van Kansen en voor 
Racismebestrijding 2013). The religious traditions and backgrounds of the ‘guest-workers’ 
from Turkey and North-Africa, Islam, is predominantly understood by the ‘receiving’ 
population as having no historical legacy in Western Europe and therefore as alien to Belgium 
(Ceuppens & de Mul 2009). These migrants arrived in countries such as Germany, the 
Netherlands and Belgium in the 1970s to work primarily in industry and were expected to 
return to their countries of origin after a couple of years. Most of them did not. Through 
family-reunion policies, they were enabled to bring their close family members to their 
country of residence. However, today, Muslims in Belgium are not solely descendants from 
migrants from north Africa or Turkey. Some Muslims have origins in other Muslim majority 
countries, within and beyond the Arab world. A minority of today’s Muslims are converts of 
white (Belgian or otherwise European) origins (Bousseta & Kanmaz 2004: 8; Kanmaz & El 
Battiui 2004: 7-8). Various protagonists in public debates throughout Western Europe make it 
appear as if European countries suffered a ‘flood’ of migrants bringing an ‘alien’ and 
‘dangerous’ religion along that is increasingly discussed in terms of a ‘clash of civilisations’ 
and as in need of securitisation (Fadil 2010, Feneke 2004, Gould 2013, Zemni 2011). 
However, in reality the total numbers of Muslim inhabitants are relatively small. For example, 
in Belgium, the percentage of individuals who claim to be Muslim is estimated to be 4% or 
5% of the total population, altough percentages are higher for urban regions (Loobuyck & 
Franken 2010). It should be emphasised that numbers are always estimations, as in Belgium, 
official registration of individuals’ religious affiliations is lacking (Kanmaz & El Battiui 
2004: 8). 
 The Jewish community has a centuries-old history in Western Europe, and is therefore 
sometimes more evidently considered to be part of the religious-cultural history of the region. 
However, as philosopher Ludo Abicht (2006, 2002) writes, the historical presence of Jewish 
communities in the Low Lands is surrounded by ambiguities regarding their social-political 
and religious position and experiences. The fact that the Jewish community of Belgium is 
hardly an object of the public debates about religion, secularity and women’s emancipation 
compared to Islam and Muslims, may be explained through the near lack of visible ethnic and 
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religious difference of the majority of Jews, especially those living in Brussels, who decided 
to fully participate in social, political, economic and artistic life without giving up their 
Jewish identity in the sense of celebrating religious holidays and feeling and expressing 
solidarity with the position of Jews worldwide (Abicht 2002). This does not count for the 
Jewish community of Antwerp, however, where since the Second World War, a process of 
gradual ‘chassidification’ took place, a term which refers to the existing Jewish Orthodox 
communities becoming increasingly Hasidic. As Chia Longman puts it, “it remains notable 
that in contemporary Antwerp, the greater part of the Jewish community is in fact religiously 
observant, indeed Orthodox” (Longman 2002: 307). While the Orthodox Jewish community 
of Antwerp is particularly visible due to Orthodox gendered sartorial practices and the 
presence of Jewish businesses and facilities, the fact that this community developed towards a 
relatively cohesive community that is geographically located in a particular urban area – and 
hardly present outside of that (Longman 2002: 308), might also explain why they are not 
object (nor subjects) of public debates (Longman 2014: 20). At the same time, according to 
Longman (2008, 2014) this seems to be rapidly changing in the context of a dynamic between 
global conservative religious tendencies and Belgian and Flemish state policies of 
multicultural accommodation. The younger Jewish Orthodox generation increasingly faces 
restrictions in negotiating religious and secular gendered role expectations at the secular 
labour market and in the own religious Antwerp community and families (Longman 2008: 
233-236). And in the context of an increased focus on and regulation of Islamic sartorial 
practices, also Orthodox Jews experience an increased pressure to assimilate to liberal-secular 
norms in education and at the labour market (Longman 2014: 19-20). As the increased 
presence of Islam and Muslims is experienced by the white majority population as threatening 
dominant norms and values (Fadil 2011a), the presence of Jews, notwithstanding the 
European history of anti-Semitic sentiments, today does not seem to be experienced by the 
ethnic majority as threatening in the same way or with the same intensity.   
 
 
3.2.2. A Catholic Society Going Secular  
 
The second relevant recent social transformation for the white majority population is that of 
the secularisation of Western Europe. The idea of ‘secular Europe’ is either embraced by 
some scholars (Taylor 2007, Casanova 2009), rejected by others as a cliché (Jakelic 2010) or 
analysed as an ideological narrative that reflects the experiences, needs and anxieties of a 
white, middle class elite in times of cultural-religious diversification (Bowen 2007, Bracke & 
Fadil 2009, Gole 2010). For the ethnic majority, processes of secularisation indeed are a 
social reality. Since the 1960s, in various West-European countries, religious practices and the 
authority of institutionalised religions decreased (Brown 2001, Casanova 2009, Loobuyck & 
Franken 2010). For example, Belgium is a country with historically a Catholic tradition and 
culture and powerful Catholic institutions. Today, it is described as rapidly secularising at the 
level of individual religious practice and commitment (Billiet, Abts & Swyngedouw 2013, 
Dobbelaere 2010). It is also one of those many European countries struggling in learning how 
to deal with increasing ethnic and cultural-religious diversity (Loobuyck & Franken 2010). 
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Constructions of religion and secularity play an important role in Flemish collective memory 
and self-understanding. The dominant narrative about the recent history of Catholicism, 
secularisation and the place of religion in society holds that the political, social and cultural 
power of the Catholic church declined in ways that were hardly imaginable sixty years ago. 
This narrative of the decline of Catholic authority is confirmed by academic literature 
(Dobbelaere 2008, 2010, Pasture 2004, Loobuyck 2013) and is presumably shared by a large 
part of the white middle aged (believing, culturally or post-) Catholic population that 
represents the majority in Flanders in terms of political, social and economic power and 
resources and cultural representation. It is said that while before the 1960s the Catholic church 
in Flanders used to offer its flock a sense of security and belonging but no room for dissent, 
currently, the situation seems to be reversed: non-believing voices and secular language are 
dominant and exclude explicit faith perspectives from public debates and spaces (e.g. van 
Hecke 2013).  
These two historical processes of religious-cultural diversification and secularisation 
intertwine (Loobuyck & Franken 2010) in the ways in which the white Catholic-secular 
majority is today on a quest for a coherent and stable Flemish identity. The process of 
learning how to deal with difference and change involves confrontations often attributed to 
‘otherness’ – the cultural and religious differences between the white Catholic-secular 
majority and minority groups – in which the rights and emancipation of women have come to 
play an important role (Coene & Longman 2006). It is this particular historical setting and a 
search for a coherent Flemish identity, in combination with a cocktail of anti-religious 
sentiments, gendered cultural racism and Islamophobia (Bracke & Fadil 2009, Fadil 2011a), 
that enables, for example, Geert van Istendael – a well-known Flemish writer and novelist – to 
write in an essay published in the widely read Flemish newspaper De Standaard a passage like 
this: 
 
So when I hear young Islamic women saying that they freely choose to wear the headscarf, 
then I do not know whether I should burst in joyless laughter or shake my gray-haired head in 
doubt. My god, I recognize it so well. The stubborn denial of coercion. That unbridled 
indignation when someone else accurately designates coercion and reveals it. This illusion of 
freedom. This self-deceit. This false consciousness through and through. I could say now, 
employing the words of the Gospel of Lucas (23:34): “Forgive them, because they do not 
know what they are doing”. But no, I do not want to be mild. This tyranny may not return. 
Never. She did return, the tyranny. I see her daily in the street, in the subway, in shops – but it 
comes from another religion (van Istendael in: De Standaard, 23 Augustus 2008, cited in: 
Bracke & Fadil 2009, p. 106, translation is mine).  
 
Another example of this Flemish cocktail are the writings of Magda Michielsens, a feminist 
humanist philosopher, who for several years headed the Postgraduate Degree in Women’s 
Studies and the Centre for Women’s Studies of the University of Antwerp. In 2009, she wrote 
in an article on the relationship between women, feminism and humanism in a journal issued 
by Flemish Union of Humanist Associations: 
 
We do not say enough that we not only need freedom of religion but especially ‘freedom from 
religion’. This means a society where thinking is more important than believing, and where 
50 
law, social policies and interaction between human beings are not dictated by religion (2009: 
8, translation mine).    
 
When it comes to the relationship between women and religion, Michielsens concludes her 
article by a call for the establishment of a humanist platform that emphasises freedom of 
women and rejects religion. In Michielsens’ narrative, ‘religion’ comes to the fore as a 
homogenous and oppressive entity stifling human individual ambitions and aspirations. The 
author refers in the first place to Catholicism, but subtly shifts to talking about Islam and 
Muslim women. Religion, in her point of view, is something that needs to be embattled to 
protect the freedom of all individuals, but particularly that of women.  
These passages reveal that gender and ethnicity have become important issues in the 
construction of a dominant notion of secularity, especially among those who consider 
themselves to be progressive left intellectuals, writers and/or activists (Bracke & Fadil 2009, 
Fadil 2010). As Fadil puts it, “[s]uch accounts do not stand alone, but resonate with broader 
and more global discourses which insist upon the incommensurability between Islam and the 
West, and the need for Europeans to stand up for their values and against the threat of the 
slow but steady ‘Islamisation’ of Europe” (2010: 248). As in other West-European countries, 
constructions of secularism and whiteness intersect in public debates and regulations with 
notions of women’s emancipation in the targeting of Muslim minorities as not civilized and 
tolerant enough due to their religious difference (Midden 2012, Gole 2010, Ghorashi 2004). 
The analysis of the above passages also reveals that local understandings of relationships 
between religion, secularity, ethnicity and women’s emancipation are multilayered and 
complex. Especially in traditionally Catholic regions of Europe, scholars argue, the 
relationship between Christianity and women’s emancipation and equality, as well as between 
Christianity and secularity, are described and experienced as predominantly antagonistic 
(Braidotti 2008, Dobbelaere 2008, Witte, Craybeckx & Meynen 2006).  
 
 
3.3. Recent Developments in Politics and Public Debates in Flanders 
 
Recent developments and transformation on the level of politics and public debates in 
Flanders are of major importance to understand current attitudes towards and discourses about 
religion, secularity, equality and diversity. Gily Coene and Chia Longman (2008) posit that 
we cannot underestimate new political and societal fault lines that developed especially since 
the last ten years if we want to grasp, for example, what is at stake in the headscarf 
controversies – which will be fully explored in the sections under the heading of 3.4. The 
extreme right-winged nationalist party Vlaams Belang experienced large electoral victories, 
which led to their impact on political and public discourses and policies regarding migration 
and integration. The headscarf debates became largely understood as an opposition between 
right-winged and racist anti-headscarf discourse versus progressive and tolerant pro-headscarf 
discourse. This understanding led to the issue being employed by political parties to counter 
the victories of extreme right. According to Coene and Longman, this means that some 
politicians started to use an anti-headscarf discourse in order to win back the support of 
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indignant Vlaams Belang voters, while others employ a pro-headscarf discourse to seek the 
support of the progressive-minded and members of migrant communities (2008: 10).  
 
 
3.3.1. Rise of Extreme and ‘Moderate’ Right-Wing Nationalism 
 
Karel Arnaut et all (2009) define the year 1989 as an important moment for reshaping global 
geographical power relations, but also local ones. The year 1989 is symbolic for the decline of 
one of the main alternatives to liberal capitalism – the Soviet Union and the Eastern European 
communist countries. It convinced many that the so-called end of history (Fukuyama 1989) 
was reached and Western liberalism and capitalism are the only viable options for organising 
society. For Europe, the end of the Iron Curtain and the Cold War meant the start of a new 
type of migration coming from Eastern Europe and parts of Africa and Asia and heading 
towards Western European countries, pushed by economic necessity or political conflict and 
instability (2009: 9-10). In Flanders, which has a long history of Flemish nationalism 
(Ginderachter 2005), especially the year 1989 corresponds to the rise of political 
consciousness and mobilisation of extreme right-wing nationalism as the result of electoral 
victories of Vlaams Blok (later called Vlaams Belang – VB). This led to the first agreements 
between several parties across the political spectrum to create a ‘cordon sanitaire’ around the 
rising extreme right-wing political party – boycotting all forms of collaboration with the party 
and its politicians. In 1987, Vlaams Blok won a first seat in the Belgian federal parliament. Its 
breakthrough was the year 1988, in which it won around 18% of the votes during the local 
elections. In 1989, it secured a seat in the European Parliament. The party continued growing 
until 2009. While the political party never became a part of the Belgian federal or Flemish 
government, these electoral victories led to increasing political and public attention for 
migrants’ issues and anti-racism (2009: 10).  
 It is important to note that the rise of extreme right-wing nationalism in Flanders 
coincided with the gradual political mobilisation of second- and third-generation immigrants 
in Belgium. According to Sami Zemni (2011), the emergence of the Arab European League 
(AEL) in Flanders epitomised a changing public discourse on integration. The AEL rose after 
the racist murder of a teacher of Moroccan origins in 2003. The charismatic leader Abou 
Jahjah led the AEL to taking up a confrontational position regarding issues of exclusion, 
called for self-defence patrols, and proved able to mobilise large parts of so-called immigrant 
youth (especially from Moroccan origins) under a pan-Arabic and Islamic identity. Politicians 
responded in a vicious and punitive way. The AEL was criminalised, its leader jailed and 
charged with various indictments, and the movement was threatened to become outlawed. As 
Zemni puts it, “[w]hat should have been seen as a good example of integration, a well-
organised group democratically demanding members’ rights within a participatory public 
sphere, was thus criminalised and depicted as proof of the failure of integration” (2011: 37). 
Not only does the electoral breakthrough of extreme right-wing nationalism seem 
linked to recent ethnic and religious diversification; nationalism and extreme right in Flanders 
are also historically linked to issues of religion and gender. Belgian literature conveys the 
image that especially between the two World Wars, Flemish nationalism and extreme right 
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have always been unambiguously anti-feminist (Van Ginderachter 2005: 265). Flemish 
nationalism emerged as a political anti-Belgian movement striving for an independent 
Flemish or Greater Netherlandic state, which refers to an independent Flanders or a union of 
Flanders and the Netherlands. It underlined a Catholic identity and devout piety, and 
nationalist women’s organisations conveyed and supported the ideas of social and spiritual 
motherhood (Van Ginderachter 2005: 267). The analysis by Maarten Van Ginderachter 
(2005), following the work of Anthias and Yuval-Davis (1989), of mainstream Flemish 
nationalist discourse between the wars distinguishes five roles played by women. First of all, 
women were supposed to reproduce the nation biologically. Second, Flemish women 
reproduced the boundary between the healthy Flemish nation and those outside of it, and were 
especially warned to not marry a Walloon. Third, women’s task was to preserve the nation’s 
cultural legacy through educating the children. Fourth, women played the role of national 
symbol. And finally, women took part in the Flemish nationalist struggle as the silent force in 
the family and supporting their husbands who struggled in the public forum (2005: 273). 
According to Van Ginderachter, nationalist women’s organisations attributed very negative 
connotations to the term ‘feminism’ as it supposedly undermines the family, the basic 
building block of the nation: “[The nationalist women’s organisations between the wars] 
depicted feminists as foreign to the native soil, belonging to another ethnic group (a 
francophone liberal thing imported into Catholic Flanders) or, even worse, lacking any 
national roots (the despised cosmopolitan feminism)” (2005: 277). This nationalist discourse 
on women’s proper role in the nation is not specific for Flanders, as it seems to be 
characteristic of many nationalist and facist movements throughout Europe (Passmore 2003).  
Karel Arnaut et all (2009) argue that together with the recent general shift to the 
political right and increasing impact of (extreme) right-wing political discourses, a certain 
paradigm about culture became popular – that of cultural incompatibility and of opposition 
between Western liberal values and the ‘other’, notably Islam. Samuel Huntington’s paradigm 
of the clash of civilisations, elaborated upon in his famous 1996 book The Clash of 
Civilizations and the Remaking of the World Order was an influential academic expression of 
a certain vision on the world that became increasingly dominant since 1989, also in Belgium. 
Thinking in terms of ‘civilisations’ became increasingly part of an accepted understanding of 
the world and cultural-religious differences. This led to the spread and normalisation of a new 
kind of racism in which cultural, religious and other differences become the basis for the 
racialisation of certain groups of people in Western societies. Since the early 1990s, 
politicians and opinion-makers across the political spectrum start to debate inequalities in 
society in terms of essential cultural and religious differences. The idea of ‘civilisations’ that 
used to circulate up until then in marginal extreme right-wing circles became part of 
mainstream political discourse and public debate (2009: 11-12). Sami Zemni (2011) argues 
that against the background of important political restructuring since the late 1980s in terms 
of the project of neoliberal reform, the contours of the public debates increasingly framed 
Islam as a ‘problem’ for politics and Muslims as a threat to Flanders. In the neoliberalising 
context that introduced new techniques of government and dismantled the welfare state and 
witnessed the rise of neoliberal ideas on citizenship and political participation, political 
problems became diluted in culturalist explanations that target the cultural and religious 
backgrounds of Muslim communities as the reason for economic exclusion and political-
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social marginalisation (2011: 29). Based upon his analysis of public debates and the 
government’s management of Islam, Zemni concludes that… 
 
Muslims […] are put on the defensive as they are defined in a public debate in which they are 
only marginally participating. Muslims have been represented as a distinct and homogenous 
community that can be separated from a broader public. The problems they confront have been 
reframed as inherent deficiencies within their own community, tied to Islam. Islam itself has 
been portrayed as external to European society and its values. This representation of Islam as 
something foreign to Europe, an external threat to distinctly European norms and societies, 
coupled with a highly tendentious and reductionist representation of Islam in European public 
life, have together normalized Islamophobic attitudes (2011: 41).  
 
In both the Netherlands and Flanders, the rise of the idea of ‘civilisations’ coincided with the 
development of a specific style of speaking and writing about political, social and economic 
issues (Arnaut e.a. 2009: 14, Zemni 2011: 38-41, Midden 2012: 223). The Dutch philosopher 
Baukje Prins (2000) dubbed this style ‘new realism’. This ‘new realism’ is a form of political 
rhetoric that claims to have direct access to an uncomplicated reality, to ‘things as they really 
are’, or as Prins would put it, “the nerve to break taboos” (2002). It argues that only one truth 
exists about the current multicultural society and this truth can be expressed by its speaker in 
a clear and unambiguous manner. According to Prins, this new genre of public discourse has 
four distinct elements. First, the author or speaker presents him/herself as someone who dares 
to face the facts, who dares to speak about the ‘truth’ that the dominant discourse supposedly 
covered up. Second, the ‘new realist’ represents him/herself as the spokesperson of ordinary 
people – that is, ‘autochtonous’ people (the next section elaborates on the notion of 
authochtony). This self-representation involves a high degree of macho style: its speaker is a 
courageous hero (a times heroin) who dares to speak out the clear and simple truth about the 
misbehaviours of certain groups of ‘others’. Speaking in terms of nuances and complexities is 
relegated to the soft style of those who wish to be ‘politically correct’. Third, the new realist 
suggests that ‘realism’ is a characteristic and valuable feature of national identity. And finally, 
new realists are characterised by a resistance to left intellectuals, who supposedly censored 
public discourse with their politically correct sensibilities and a highly relativistic approach to 
cultural differences (2002: 367-368). The elements of ‘daring to speak the truth’ and the 
antagonism towards left intellectuals and politicians, who are labeled to be politically correct 
and misleading about the ‘truth’, distinguished by Prins certainly appeals to the Flemish 
political debates as well, which are to a certain degree influenced by the Dutch debates, both 
regarding style and content. The third characteristic might, I believe, apply more to Dutch 
‘new realists’ than to Flemish ones. The rise of ‘new realism’ in Flemish public debates is 
testified by a recent book by Jan Blommaert, which is entirely a reply to the charges against 
what he calls the ‘leftist church’ as a powerful group of intellectuals that deliberately misleads 
the ‘common’ people with soft, paternalising and politically correct talk about the 
multicultural society (Blommaert 2011). Sami Zemni speaks in this context of the public 
debates about the multicultural society, migration and Islam of a division structured around 
two different and competing worldviews, based upon opposing visions on the relationship 
between individual human beings and society. While one vision sees Islam as the explanation 
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for social problems both in the own national context as well as in conflicts in the Middle East, 
the other worldview starts from the idea that political, social, economic and cultural 
structures, implicated by power relations, are better grounds for explanaining the emergence 
of new identities and/or social problems (2011: 40-41).   
 These general shifts in public debates coincide with shifts in Flemish official 
integration politics from the 1990s onwards. Integration politics shifted to a policy of what is 
called ‘inburgering’, a Dutch term that can be translated as ‘making citizens’. This policy 
targeted ‘immigrants’, a category which denotes both newcomers as well as their children 
born in Belgium since the 1960s and 1970s, implying that those belonging to this category are 
not considered to be full citizens. Immigrants are supposed to go through an educational 
program in order to become full citizens, which aims at acquiring the language and necessary 
skills to live in Flemish society (Zemni 2011: 31). As Sami Zemni puts it, 
 
During the 1960s and 1970s, it was through the idioms of migrant or guest worker that 
immigration policy was crafted, while, from the second half of the 1990s onwards, it was the 
figure of the ‘allochtoon’ (as opposed to the authochton [indigene]) that needed integration. 
[…] While the [official policy] definition itself focused correctly on socioeconomic 
disadvantage, the policies set in motion to tackle such disadvantage were much more geared 
towards a culturist definition of the situation, so that by 2006, the term allochtoon remained 
merely a concept in public debate, while state agencies defined people with a minority ethnic 
background as targets for policy (Zemni 2011: 31, emphasis original).     
 
The above exploration demonstrates that discourses in public debates and policy-making are 
intertwined, a shift in the first realm often implicates the latter, and vice versa. Allochtony and 
autochtony discourses in relation to public debates will be the focus of the following section.   
 The transformations of public and policy-making discourses on migration, immigrants, 
citizenship and Islam from the 1990s onwards paved the way for the recent rise and growth of 
a political party that represents itself as a moderate and acceptable right-wing nationalist party 
(in opposition to unacceptable racist extreme right-wing nationalism) – the Nieuw-Vlaamse 
Alliantie (New-Flemish Alliance – N-VA). Ico Maly’s analysis (2012) of well-known N-VA 
politicians’ discourses demonstrates their embeddedness in and reproduction of elements of 
discourses developed about migrants during the former decade, such as the notion of 
‘civilisation’ and the culturalisation of Muslim communities. New is the N-VA politicians’ 
reliance on Enlightenment thinking and some of its central concepts to define Flemish culture 
as based upon Enlighentment values and to construct Islam as ‘the other’. Maly’s main 
argument is that while N-VA’s party leader, Bart de Wever, seems to take Enlightenment 
values as his starting point for rethinking politics, his (mis)use of Enlightenment concepts in 
fact points at an anti-Enlightenment framework and agenda for political reform. 
 
However, De Wever only pays lip service to the central concepts of the Enlightenment. Worse, 
the way in which De Wever and N-VA interpret those concepts is pure anti-Enlightenment. De 
Wever misuses the Enlightenment to appear as moderate, and as an instrument to realise an 
anti-Enlightenment project and to normalise [the idea of] cultural evolutionism (2012: 505, 
translation mine).   
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In Spring 2014, a few months before finishing this dissertation, N-VA made major election 
victories, winning around 30% of the votes of the elections for the Flemish government, and 
around 20% of the votes of the elections for the federal government.
13
 As the new Flemish 
government, the so-called ‘Swedish’ or ‘kamikaze coalition’ of N-VA nationalists, liberals 
and Christian-Democrats, was established in July 2014,
14
 and the new federal government is 
at the moment of writing in the process of formation, it still needs to be seen what the coming 
to power of N-VA means for policy-making vis-à-vis immigration, migrants and Islam.   
 
 
3.3.2. Allochtony and Autochtony Discourses 
 
With these different but interlinked political, social and cultural developments in mind, 
Arnaut et all (2009) conclude that two processes are fundamental factors in the eruption of the 
Flemish multicultural debates: 
  
[O]n the one hand, an increasing problematisation of the ‘non-adaptedness’ (culturally or 
economically) of minorities, and on the other the call for the protection and defense of one’s 
‘own’ norms and values and ‘own’ cultural heritage. […] These are two sides of the same 
coin. When Flanders debates about its multicultural make-up, it is not only dealing with the 
‘other’, but as much with how Flanders thinks about itself and wants to construct itself (2009: 
15, my translation).       
  
Hence, this critical perspective on public debates about ‘cultural differences’ relates these 
debates to discussions about the ‘national self’. As other authors have also argued, the 
discourse of multiculturalism and cultural diversity occurs in the context of a post-colonial 
world, increasing globalisation and new flows of migration and needs to be considered as 
debates about the transformations of national identities in Europe or even of European identity 
itself (Blommaert & Verschueren 1992, Ponzanesi & Blagaard 2011). That the public debates 
are as much, if not more, about certain self-understandings of the white majority in Flanders, 
is demonstrated by the simultaneous increasing useage of the terms ‘allochtonous’ and 
‘authochtonous’. Anthropologist Peter Geschiere links the notion of autochtony to the 
obsession with belonging and with the positing of a sort of primordial claim: “How can one 
belong more than if one is born from the soil itself?” (2011: 323). Since the 1980s this 
specific type of terminology – that centres around an opposition between ‘autochtons’ and 
‘allochtons’ – gained currency in public debates across Europe, but especially in the 
Netherlands and Flanders. Ceuppens and Geschiere (2005) argue that what they call 
‘autochtony discourses’ seem to thrive especially in those countries, including Belgium, that 
refuse to accept that they have recently become immigration countries. The rise of this kind of 
discourse, according to the authors, ties in with attempts to reserve the benefits of the welfare 
state to those who are said to really belong. Second, this discourse expresses a grass-roots 
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 http://verkiezingen2014.belgium.be/nl /   
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http://www.demorgen.be/dm/nl/983/Nieuws/article/detail/1954072/2014/07/23/En-op-het-einde-wint-Kris-
Peeters.dhtml  
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demand for a more representative democracy and a protest against governments (municipal, 
regional and/or federal), who are felt to not take seriously local sensibilities and needs. The 
‘other’ as target of autochtony discourses easily shifts. However, Muslims are a favorite 
scapegoat throughout several European countries and regions, including Flanders. Autochtony 
discourses in Flanders are, moreover, part of a separatist and regionalist rhetoric that 
perceives French-speaking co-citizens as equally outsiders to the own community (Ceuppens 
& Geschiere 2005: 397, Ceuppens 2011). Ceuppens and Geschiere consider the rise of 
autochtony discourses as part of broader Belgian political, social and economic developments, 
depillarisation and secularisation since the 1970s:  
  
The economic and political power base shifted from Wallonia to Flanders and the country 
imported many guest workers (gastarbeiders) from Morocco and Turkey. The [Dutch-French] 
language frontier was fixed, Belgium was federalized, and the decline of pillarization and the 
ongoing secularization created a floating electorate that regrouped itself around new social 
movements and regionalist parties outside the pillarized system. The negotiation processes that 
go into consensual politics are not transparent and coalition interests may supersede 
ideological principles. The Belgian consensual politics consists in governments buying 
socioeconomic and linguistic peace by compensating one subculture when allocating certain 
resources to another. This trade-off clearly works best during times of economic prosperity, 
but it came under pressure from the 1960s onwards as the links connecting politicians and 
electorate weakened. This had far-reaching repercussions for the new labor immigrants who 
were particularly hard hit by the economic recession. […] Although not all of the regionalist 
parties are extremist, they all rely upon a bifurcation between ‘us’ and ‘them’ that can take 
various forms. The Vlaams Blok is no exception. Its rise is proof of the fact that many 
Flemings, who now live in one of Europe’s most prosperous regions, have developed a siege 
mentality, having convinced themselves that their wealth and/or culture are under threat from 
various groups of ‘foreigners’ (2005: 398).  
 
 
3.4. Flemish Headscarf Debates and Their Implications 
 
This section discusses the Flemish headscarf debates and the ways in which they create, 
reinforce and imply certain understandings of religion and secularity and constructions of ‘us’ 
(the white secular/Catholic majority) versus ‘them’ (Muslim minorities). It demonstrates that 
particular notions of women’s emancipation are implicated. Not only politicians and opinion-
makers of various political backgrounds, also individual feminists, women’s autonomous 
activist groups and women’s organisations joined in the debate (Coene & Longman 2006). A 
rather unique evolution within this field is the coming into existence of the feminist 
autonomous group – Baas Over Eigen Hoofd! (Boss Over One’s Own Head! – BOEH!). The 
work of this group and the viewpoints of its individual members will be discussed in one of 
the case studies of this dissertation. Here I will describe the background against which this 
group operates – as well as other feminist protagonists discussing and building politics 
regarding the Islamic headscarf. I will moreover describe some of the activism of Muslim 
women that the public debates and policy-making generated.  
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3.4.1. Debates and Regulations 
 
As in many other European countries – in some already since the 1980s (Kilic, Saharso & 
Sauer 2008, Lettinga 2011) – in Flanders, the Islamic headscarf became an issue of debate and 
contention, and subject of increasing regulation, especially since 2003. The protagonists in the 
Flemish debate use various discourses about women’s emancipation and free choice, 
however, the dominant idea is that the headscarf and individual freedom and emancipation 
exclude each other. Proponents of headscarf bans speak in negative terms about the position, 
oppression and agency of Muslim women and hold that banning the headscarf is part of the 
solution for Muslim women’s subordinate position. For example, Patrick Dewael, former 
liberal Minister of Home Affairs (Open VLD – Flemish Liberals and Democrats), wrote in the 
widely read Flemish newspaper De Morgen the following opinion piece:  
 
…not in the name of any interest, religion or the opinion of the majority can we meddle with 
principles such as the separation of church and state, freedom of opinion, the equality of all 
people and of men and women in particular. […] For some, the mandatory veil is not 
important in terms of politics. For me, however, it touches upon an essential issue in our 
democracy. We need to unmask the true motives of those who impose the veil. […] And we 
need to protect those who are in need of our protection (Dewael in: De Morgen, 10 January 
2004, translation mine). 
  
Dewael’s opinion piece led to an early peak in the headscarf debate in Flanders (Longman 
2003b). It was critiqued for its narrow understanding of the meaning and function of the 
Islamic headscarf, its one-sided perspective on women’s emancipation, and its paternalising 
attitude towards Muslim women (Coene & Longman 2006, Fadil 2004, Longman 2003b, 
S’Jegers 2005). His writing is directly linked to developments taking place in France, where 
in 2004 the French National Assembly and the Senate passed a law banning ‘obtrusive’ 
religious symbols, including headscarfs, from the public domain. Dewael’s line of 
argumentation is influenced by the terms used in the French public debates about the 
headscarf, as well as by some of their underlying assumptions (Scott 2007). It became the 
driving force behind the increasing regulation of the headscarf in public institutions. Patrick 
Janssens, the socialist major of Antwerp (SP.A), was the first to implement a headscarf ban 
for the employees of the Antwerp city service desks.  
The Antwerp headscarf ban was the first of a wave of headscarf regulations in the 
fields of public offices and education. In 2010, the City Council of Ghent, the second largest 
city of Flanders, followed the example of Antwerp and implemented a headscarf ban for the 
employees of its city service desks. In 2009, the board of the network of public schools of the 
Flemish community (GO!)
15
 included in its regulations a general ban on wearing religious 
symbols in its schools. While GO! already forbids its teachers to wear a headscarf since 2007, 
only since 2009 does the ban apply as well to pupils and anyone charged with pedagogical 
tasks. The Catholic education network – which is in Belgium the private and largest school 
system – did not implement any general ban so far. However, many individual Catholic 
                                                          
15
 See for an explanation of public and private education systems in Flanders:  http://www.vlaanderen.be/nl/onderwijs-en-
wetenschap/onderwijsaanbod/structuur-van-het-onderwijs/officieel-en-vrij-onderwijs-de-onderwijsnetten-en-koepels  
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schools include a headscarf ban in their school regulations, although some do not. A small 
number of Muslim girls, who wish to wear the headscarf, opts for home education and does 
not attend school anymore (Amnesty 2012: 63-64). The 2012 report of Amnesty International 
on Muslims in Europe concludes that:  
 
The general ban on religious symbols introduced by GO! has a disproportionate impact on 
Muslim girls who wish to wear headscarves and discriminates against them in the exercise of 
their rights to freedom of religion or belief and to freedom of expression. […] The [Flemish] 
Ministry [of Education] has not taken a stand on the introduction of a general ban on religious 
and philosophical symbols applying to pupils. However, the Flemish government is 
responsible for ensuring the protection, respect and fulfillment of the rights of pupils to 
freedom of expression and freedom of religion or belief, and for the organization of public 
education in Flanders (2012: 65).  
 
Headscarf wearing girls and women often face difficulties also in the area of employment. 
Private companies, including temporary employment agencies, cleaning companies and call 
centers, as well as privately run institutions receiving public funds, enforce restrictions on the 
wearing of religious and cultural symbols and dress. The Belgian Centre for Equal 
Opportunities and the Fight Against Racism (Centrum voor Gelijke Kansen en de Bestrijding 
van Racisme) reported to Amnesty International that Muslim women and men experience 
discrimination on grounds of their religion differently:  
 
Cases involving Muslim men referred predominantly to accommodation of religious needs in 
the workplace, such as praying times or flexible working hours during Ramadan, the Islamic 
month of fasting. Most of the complaints introduced by women involved the wearing of 
religious and cultural symbols or dress (Amnesty 2012: 34).  
 
At the beginning of 2011, the federal government of Belgium accepted a legal ban on face 
veils in the public sphere. The legislation introduced a general prohibition applicable in all 
public spaces and entails an amendment of the penal code. It foresees a fine (15-25 euros) 
and/or imprisonment (one to seven days) for anyone hiding the face totally or partially in such 
a way as to be unidentifiable. Exceptions are made in the case of concealment of the face 
because of health or safety reasons or on the occasion of public festivities (Amnesty 2012: 
93). Belgian Law theorists Saila Ouald Chaib and Eva Brems (2013) argue about the French 
and Belgian legislations prohibiting the face-veil in public spaces that: 
 
Indeed, the French and Belgian bans are extreme examples of legislative processes taking 
place above the heads of the people concerned. Not only was the voice of the women 
concerned missing in the debates, even more striking was the fact that a discussion of the 
ban’s human rights impact was nearly non-existent (Ouald Chaib & Brems 2013: 2).   
 
Headscarf bans in the public sectors of education or employment are presented as in 
compliance with principles of state neutrality, but also refer to the need to condemn gender 
inequality and encourage Muslim women’s emancipation (Coene & Longman 2008). 
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Comparing debates about and regulations regarding face-veils in France and Belgium, Gould 
concludes regarding developments in Belgium:  
 
Across all parties, across the linguistic divide, and with a variety of arguments the point is 
made repeatedly and strongly that the burqa and face veil are contrary to the principles of 
gender equality and human dignity. […] There is, however, one significant difference: 
whereas, as was demonstrated for France, the argument emphasized the danger to the 
fundamental principles of the state, in Belgium this is not the case. Here, predominantly, it is 
society and its values which are under threat (Gould 2013: 187).   
 
In the private sector of employment, restrictions on the wearing of the headscarf seem to be 
aimed at promoting a specific corporate image or at counteracting potential negative 
responses from clients (Amnesty 2012: 35, Ben Mohammed 2006). 
 
 
3.4.2. Criticising Underlying Assumptions  
 
Critical scholars (Bracke 2004, Coene & Longman 2006, Fadil 2004, Longman 2003b) have 
argued that the arguments of proponents of headscarf bans originate from a colonial 
discourse, or from the propensity to save Muslim women from the hands of barbaric and 
oppressive Muslim men (Spivak 1988, Ahmed 1992, Abu-Lughod 2002). They moreover 
originate from the idea that white secular women already reached gender equality, while 
ethnic and cultural-religious minority women still have a long way to go. The proponents of 
headscarf bans seem to not (want to) realise that both the debates as well as the regulations are 
stigmatising Muslim women and limit their options and choices, instead of broadening them. 
By aiming at control over women’s bodies (depriving them of their choice to expose or cover 
their bodies) they delimit the ‘own’ group identity versus that of the ‘other’ (Duits & van 
Zoonen 2006, Billaud & Castro 2013, Yuval-Davis 1997). Also, the pro-arguments construct 
a particular but presumably universal understanding of women’s equality. Muslim women are 
encouraged not to be equal to white men or the men of their own ethnic minority groups, 
instead, they are encouraged to be similar to white women (Scott 2007).  
In 2004, shortly after the opinion text written by Dewael, anthropologist Nadia Fadil 
delineated some aspects that she found important elements of the discourse of those favouring 
headscarf bans. First, the argument that the headscarf is oppressive for women is made by 
referring to social practices harmful to women or to misogynic theology. Second, the 
argument that Muslims use their religious sources wrongly is made by questioning the 
religious prescript for women to wear a headscarf. A third aspect is the notion of the headscarf 
as a symbol of the religious radicalisation of young Muslims. Finally, the claim that the 
reinforcement of the secular neutrality of public institutions is a necessity, is present (2004: 
374-375). Throughout the years, these arguments continued to be important to legitimise 
headscarf bans in Flanders. Fadil argues that to understand what is at stake in the headscarf 
debates, it is as important to look at what remains hidden and not discussed by a persistent 
focus on the headscarf. She mentions the Western fascination for the oppression and 
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emancipation of Muslim women, the conflict between different notions of modernity and 
individualisation and the lack of acknowledgement of young Muslims’ own trajectories of 
carving out modernity and individuality through Islam, the lack of debate about the social-
economic problems suffered by Muslim migrant communities, and the problematic 
assumption of the necessity for a strong state and collectively shared norms and values (2004: 
375-379). When it comes to the argument of neutrality, Fadil points out that the headscarf 
debates reveal the ‘Christian and Jewish social-historical legacies’ in the consensus around 
which society is organised. It is crucial to realise that concepts, institutions and the public 
sphere can never be neutral (2004: 379-380). Ten years later, Fadil’s twofold concluding 
suggestion – the need for disconnecting the various aspects of the debate and for a 
fundamental debate about the concept of neutrality (2004: 384) – while much has happened 
meanwhile, are still highly relevant reflections on the public debates taking place in Flanders 
and various other Western countries and regions.         
 The argument of the necessity of protecting the secularity of public institutions 
became increasingly employed throughout the years. In countries such as France and 
Belgium, public debates about the migration, integration and diversity are informed by 
particular understandings of secularism and the secular society. In our increasingly diverse 
societies, so the story goes, it is needed to implement a certain type of secularism and/or 
support particular types of secular standpoints in order to maintain a certain status quo that 
guarantees security, democracy and equality for all (Jakobsen & Pelligrini 2008). According 
to Fadil (2011a), the headscarf as a highly visible marker became the symbol of the religious 
otherness of Islam. This made Islamic veiling in Europe controversial and prone to becoming 
subject of polarising debates. The headscarf debates became one of the arenas in which the 
increasingly difficult and power invested relationship between white populations and Muslim 
migrant communities in the global post-9/11 context is played out. In her article ‘Not-
/Unveiling as an Ethical Practice’, Fadil (2011b) suggests that the Islamic headscarf touches 
upon issues at the ontological and affective level of liberal-democratic secularised societies. 
The headscarf contradicts dominant secular understandings of the uncovered female body as 
the natural, unaffected and free female body. All of the above mentioned factors contribute to 
explaining the political and emotional appeal of fiercely criticising the Islamic headscarf. 
They also explain the difficulty of uttering counter-arguments that go beyond the established 
terms of the debate based on liberal perceptions regarding individual rights and agency of 
autonomous bodies (Bracke & Fadil 2012). 
 The headscarf debates and regulations create and reinforce clearly delineated 
constructions not only of ‘us’ (the white secular or Catholic majority) versus ‘them’ (Muslim 
minorities), but also of ‘white women’ versus ‘Muslim women’. The argumentation draws 
upon stereotypical images of the veiled oppressed Muslim women (Abu-Lughod 2006). White 
women became perceived as emancipated (from religion and patriarchy) and Muslim women 
as oppressed (by religion and patriarchy). Such rhetoric has implications for the actual 
relationships between white secular women and Muslim women. In the context of feminism, 
it obstructs possibilities for coalition building and dialogue on equal footing between white 
women and Muslim women. 
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3.4.3. Policy-Makers, Muslim Women and White Women’s Movements   
 
Gily Coene and Chia Longman (2006) point out that many of the protagonists in the debates 
about the headscarf talked about but not with Muslim women about their experiences with 
and understandings of the headscarf. This exclusion generated activism by Muslim women, 
who insisted their voice to be heard and their experiences to be recognised. The authors 
describe the activism of Muslim women in response to headscarf debates and regulations. In 
response to the opinion piece by Minister Dewael, 32 ethnic minority women’s organisations 
signed an open letter written to Dewael. Further mobilization was realised in the 
establishment of autonomous women’s groups such as AMV (Action Committee Muslim 
Women in Flanders) and BOEH! (Boss Over One’s Own Head!). As a critique towards 
dominant notions about Muslim women being non-emancipated and forced to wear the 
headscarf, AMV and the Brussels organization al-Marifa organized their own surveys among 
Muslim women exploring their motivations to (not) don the headscarf (2006: 184). In 
February 2004, the AEL staged a protest at the transnational level against negative rhetoric 
about the headscarf and French headscarf bans. Chia Longman writes, “[t]he marches were to 
have included both women and men, yet were gender segregated, according to the press 
coverage on the organizers’ motive “in order to show that women are not forced by men to 
wear the veil”” (2003b: 327).  
Up until today, the headscarf debates split the white women’s movement in Flanders 
into several camps – one of proponents of headscarf bans, one that claims to remain ‘neutral’ 
and refuses to adopt any clear viewpoint, and finally, one that is critical of any regulations of 
the headscarf (S’Jegers 2005). Coene and Longman discuss the way in which female 
politicians and women’s organisations of different political belongings espouse various 
positions in the debates. These range on a continuum from anti-headscarf to pro-headscarf 
points of view and all sorts of in-between positions. White women’s organisations, especially 
during the first years of the headscarf debates, took up pragmatic positions, avoiding further 
stigmatisation and emphasising the need for real improvements of the lives of women of 
minority communities (2006: 187-189). Niamh Reilly critiques visions of feminism… 
 
…that alig[n] automatically with anti-religious expressions of secularism, or blanket 
condemnations of Muslim women’s dress as an offensive symbol of the oppression of women, 
[are] untenable as a basis for emancipatory feminist practice in a globalized and neo-secular 
age (2011: 25). 
 
Coene and Longman also describe some of the policies that aimed at furthering the 
emancipation of Muslim women. The Flemish Minister of Equal Opportunities expressed in 
the 2004-2009 policy letter the intention to stimulate the emancipation of women of ethnic 
minority women, especially Muslim women, as well as the ‘emancipation of men’, the 
equality of gays, lesbians and bisexuals, and the equality of people with low incomes and of 
elderly women. She started conversations with ethnic and religious minority women’s 
organisations to explore visions on Islam as a potential path towards the emancipation of 
Muslim women. The Minister also tried to further dialogue between the established white 
women’s organisations and women of minority groups by bringing them together in a 
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discussion about the Dutch theater performance ‘The Veiled Monologues’, which was not 
entirely successful (2006: 190).  
Importantly, the Coene and Longman point out that essentialist and exotic 
understandings of gender (in)equality and Islam are an important characteristic of both the 
headscarf controversies and official policies. They mention the official inequality between 
men and women within Catholicism, and the way this inequality remains out of sight in the 
debates about women’s emancipation and Islam. Referring to the work of Susan Moller Okin 
(1999), that famously spurred the academic debates on the tensions between feminism and 
multiculturalism, they conclude that: 
 
The position of women is only thought of in relation to Islam, while the government’s 
privileging and subsidizing of the Catholic Church – which refuses to open up priesthood for 
women – is never discussed. […] This illustrates the ways in which the feminism-
multiculturalism debate was used selectively in order to target Islam and Muslim minority 
communities (2006: 185).             
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Chapter 4. The Study of Religion and Feminism in Western Europe 
 
Chapter 4 and 5 explore academic debates about religion, secularity and feminism. This 
dissertation is positioned in the two fields of gender studies and religious studies and uses a 
qualitative and constructivist approach. Within gender and religious studies, it engages with 
the study of religion and feminism, and the study of the secular and feminism. In the present 
chapter, I introduce gender studies and the study of religion and feminism. Chapter 5 
introduces the related study of the secular and feminism.  
This chapter starts with discussing the situatedness of gender studies in Europe and 
Flanders, and the relationship between feminism and religion in the academy, as ways to 
situate this dissertation within these fields. In the following subsection, I review feminist 
historians’ narratives about feminism and religion in relation to ‘first wave’ and ‘second 
wave’ women’s movements, with special attention to developments in Belgium. This provides 
part of the historical background against which current relationships between feminism and 
religion in Flanders can be understood. This overview is concise and selective, depending on 
the existence of research conducted on these topics.   
 
 
4.1. Gender Studies and the Study of Religion and Feminism in West-
European Academia  
 
The following sections explore scholarly writings about the academic situatedness of gender 
studies and the study of feminism and religion in Europe, and focus in particular on the 
Belgian context.   
 
 
4.1.1. Women’s Studies/Gender Studies in Continental Europe 
 
Second wave feminism of the late 1960s and 1970s as an intellectual and activist movement 
generated a field of academic inquiry that is today known as women’s studies or gender 
studies. Writing a genealogy of women’s and gender studies from a West-European 
perspective means, as Sarah Bracke puts it, “thinking a local situation in relation to the well-
known and globalized North-American narrative of the interdisciplinary fields of Women’s 
Studies/Gender Studies, and considering the gaps and tensions that emerge within this 
relation” (2014: 42). The North-American as well as British narratives about the emergence 
and development of women’s studies/gender studies commonly present a linear understanding 
of time, in which gender studies is seen as the mature supplementation of women’s studies. 
This linear narrative is problematic, as it does not take into account genealogical affinity 
among different feminist research agenda’s and projects, as well as the various processes of 
institutionalisation that differ from the Anglo-Saxon experience (Bracke 2014: 43). Moreover, 
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Anglo-Saxon feminist academia has been dominant throughout continental Europe in the 
adoption of the term ‘gender’. In the context of the increasing dominance of the English 
language, different forms of lack of acknowledgement are perpetuated. These include a 
lacking attention to the different histories of women’s studies and feminist concepts 
throughout Europe (for example, the Frence and Italian traditions), and to fundamental 
epistemological challenges to English language feminist theory posed by other European 
language traditions (Bahovec & Hemmings 2007, Braidotti & de Vos 2005, Braidotti 2002, 
Peto 2001).  
Throughout different European national contexts, the field of women’s studies/gender 
studies became institutionalised to various degrees ranging from full acknowledgment, 
support and institutionalisation as an academic enterprise in its own right in some European 
countries to total lack of acknowledgment, support and institutionalisation in other contexts 
and all kinds of variations in between. The level of institutionalisation of women’s 
studies/gender studies is affected by several intersecting factors. Some of these are the level of 
university autonomy in developing curricula, the level of flexibility of disciplinary structures, 
the attitude of the women’s movement and the degree of state support (Athena 2010, Griffin 
2005, Griffin & Braidotti 2002). Gabrielle Griffin and Rosi Braidotti elaborate on what they 
see as the three main reasons for the differences in the evolution of women’s studies/gender 
studies in the U.S. and the U.K., and continental Europe, whereby the field of study in the 
U.S. and the U.K. have gained prominence over Europe. The first is that the 
institutionalisation of women’s studies as an academic discipline occurred much earlier and to 
a greater extent in the U.S. and the U.K. in comparison to most European countries (2002: 3-
4). The second reason lies in the different philosophical traditions that inform academic work 
in English-speaking regions and many European countries. Grounded in empiricism and a 
certain degree of resistance to abstraction and theory, theorising in the U.S. and U.K. could 
more easily align with one of women’s studies key postulates, which is the emphasis on the 
importance of experience as a source of knowledge and theorising (2002: 4-6). The final and 
obvious reason for the prominence of the U.S. and the U.K. in women’s studies is that English 
remains the global lingua franca – the language of neo-imperialism (2002: 6-7). All these 
factors led to major power differences in women’s studies research conducted in the U.S. and 
U.K. and that which is conducted in continental Europe. Griffin and Braidotti put this 
dominance as such: 
 
…it was felt by many women working in Women’s Studies in Europe that the discursive flow 
in Women’s Studies, the migration of knowledge, occurred along very distinctive and one-way 
lines, from West to East, from the Anglo-American alliance to (the rest of) Europe. 
Internationally, the production and circulation of feminist knowledge was dominated, and, one 
might argue, continues to be dominated, by the United States and the United Kingdom. This 
means that whilst the work of many American and British feminist authors is the object of 
widespread dissemination, feminists from (other) European countries struggle to get their 
work known. This is not to suggest that some European countries do not have well-established 
Women’s Studies courses and research centres. The Nordic countries spring to mind here. 
However, their local success has not received the international resonance it deserves. The 
point is that, in the early years of the third millennium, we still witness a de facto domination 
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of Northern Europe, the UK and the USA in the making of the curricula and the teaching 
material in Women’s Studies (2002: 2).  
   
The above quote not only refers to the ‘Trans-Atlantic disconnection’ in feminist thinking and 
theorising (Griffin & Braidotti 2002) but also to major differences between countries within 
continental Europe when it comes to the establishment and institutionalisation of women’s 
studies and gender studies. Griffin and Braidotti mention some cultural difference between 
Northern Europe versus Southern and Eastern Europe that play a role in women’s (lack of) 
access to the means of intellectual production. They observe that in cultures where the actual 
degree of institutional visibility is low – which is especially the case in Southern and Eastern 
Europe – women’s studies came to situate itself mostly outside of the universities in 
autonomous or radical women’s centers, or positioned itself very critically vis-à-vis the 
institution. This situation coincides, according to the authors, with the structure of the 
university and the role it plays in different European cultures and national contexts. 
Throughout continental Europe, the integration of women’s studies in universities found great 
obstacles in the ivory-tower mentality, the entrenchment of mono-disciplinarity and the 
enormous power of disciplines and the resultant resistance towards interdisciplinary research. 
Continental universities are still seen as representing and embodying ‘high culture’, which 
means that they are supposed to be the guardians of canonical, mainstream scientific 
knowledge with its own codes and discourses (2002: 5-6). These cultural factors create an 
intellectual culture that is not conducive for the evolution and integration of women’s studies 
and gender studies.  
The above explanation of differences in the evolution of women’s studies/gender 
studies was written more than ten years ago. Today, when writing genealogies of women’s 
studies/gender studies throughout Europe, we need to take into account a changing context of 
increasing austerity and neo-liberal restructuring in the higher education sector and society at 
large (Liinason 2014, Elomäki 2012, Maly 2014). These have an impact on women’s 
studies/gender studies also in those locations in Europe where the field of feminist academic 
research seems to be firmly established. In reality, it remains vulnerable or became threatened 
or even terminated due to academic and educational reforms in the name of financial 
efficiency and cutbacks (Athena 2010). Mia Liinason builds upon her experience in working 
in a European gender research project and expresses the vulnerability of young scholars in 
current academic contexts throughout Europe as such:  
 
…working 12-18 hours per day on short-term contracts, just to get another short-term contract, 
then another and yet another, keeping up the desire for a stable position over quite a few years 
after one’s PhD – if we have managed to pimp our CVs accordingly (2014: 105).  
 
Belgium is geographically and politically situated in Western Europe, but culturally – in the 
sense of its intellectual and university traditions and codes – it finds itself at the borders of 
Northern and Southern Europe. Neo-liberal restructuring policies at Flemish universities have 
sparked critique and the founding of a activist group by young scholars called ‘Slow Science’, 
which aims at critiquing the current university conditions for knowledge production and their 
implications for the positions of young scholars and their possibilities to generate critical 
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knowledge (Slow Science Manifesto, 2013). The evolution towards the establishment of 
women’s studies/gender studies in Belgium has been a difficult road and lags behind 
developments in North European countries. However, within the context of increased 
austerity and precarity, in Flanders expressed in “the threat of cuts in the humanities and 
shrinking spaces for critical knowledge production” (Longman & de Graeve 2014: 33), 
surprisingly, a few positive developments regarding gender studies are at the moment of 
writing taking place.  
Historian Machteld the Metsenaere (2007) argues that the success of women’s 
studies/gender studies in certain European countries can first of all be explained by pointing at 
the fact that in those countries, both universities and governments put structural efforts in the 
establishment of women’s studies as a discipline in its own right within the universities. Up 
until recent years, in Belgium, support from universities and the government to establish 
academic women’s studies/gender studies was generally lacking. The Ministry of Equal 
Opportunities in Flanders stimulated gender studies research, however, the research it 
finances is meant to contribute to its policies – this means that it hardly encouraged critical 
reflection and judged the research in terms of its usefulness for policy making (2007: 171). 
The lack of institutional support for a women’s studies/gender studies discipline explains why 
the first generation of researchers in women’s studies in Flanders were active at the margins 
of the academia or tried to integrate a gender studies perspective within their research within 
the discipline in which they were situated. Especially universities have been reluctant to 
perceive gender studies to be a discipline in its own right. In the year 2007, chairs for gender 
studies were absent from all the disciplines at the different universities throughout Belgium 
(2007: 172-173). Belgium did, however, have a brief and limited first moment of academic 
institutionalisation with the 12 years running interuniversity degree-awarding postgraduate 
programme in Flanders. The programme was terminated in 2006, which means that the 
Flemish context is marked by an institutional break of the connection between women’s 
studies and gender studies. According to Sarah Bracke, a structural analysis of why the 
programme was discontinued never took place (2014: 43).      
Up until the year 2013, Belgium was one of the few European countries that does not 
offer any kind of a structured and acknowledged trajectory in women’s studies/gender studies, 
whether on the bachelor, master or PhD level. Therefore, women’s studies/gender studies in 
Belgium remained at the first two levels of institutionalisation – that of the activist and the 
establishment phase (Griffin 2005: 90). This means that at various universities, individual 
optional modules existed within traditional disciplines, but most women’s studies/gender 
studies-related work was done outside the academy (Bracke 2014: 44). However, at this very 
moment of writing, the instutionalisation of gender studies is on both the political and 
academic agenda in Flanders. Examples of positive current developments for gender studies 
in Flanders are the start of a PhD seminar in gender studies at Ghent University in 2011 that 
since 2013 turned into a interuniversity endeavour with international appeal; the appointment 
of gender studies chairs at the University of Ghent and at the Catholic University of Louvain; 
the 2014 launch of DiGeST: Journal of Diversity and Gender Studies; and the start of the new 
interuniversity Master program in gender and diversity studies (Longman & de Graeve 2014: 
33). This new Master of Arts degree-awarding postgraduate programme entitled Gender and 
Diversity, an interuniversity collaboration of Flemish universities (Ghent University, Free 
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University of Brussels, Catholic University Louvain, University of Antwerp and University of 
Hasselt), takes off from the academic year 2014-2015.
16
 An important premise of this new 
Master programme is that gender cannot and should not be studied in isolation from other 
forms of differences and inequality. Therefore, intersectional theory is a central paradigm to 
the programme (Longman & de Graeve 2014: 34), which foregrounds the idea of intersecting 
axes of power, privilege and oppression, and can be understood as one of the most important 
theoretical contributions in gender studies today (Geerts & van der Tuin 2013a).    
Nothwithstanding these positive and encouraging new developments, the genealogy of 
discontinuation, Sarah Bracke writes, does raise some questions about “the ground on which 
Gender Studies is currently developed” (Bracke 2014: 44). The author’s concern is linked to 
the use and meaning of the concept gender, which is in the Belgian context increasingly used 
in ways that disconnect it from feminist political and scholarly horizons in which it was 
shaped as an analytical category for the critical analysis of power. A view that links biological 
sexual difference directly to social destiny, in French called ideologie du gender, roams 
through Belgian institutions, in particular Catholic ones (Bracke 2014: 44). Bracke critiques 
the consequences of such popular usages of the concept gender: 
 
When gender is disconnected from feminism, what suffers first is a critical analysis of power. 
After all, gender is a primary way of signifying relations of power (Scott, 1986, p. 1067). Yet, 
it is not uncommon to encounter usages of gender that suggest symmetry, or at least ‘balance’, 
at the expense of thinking and analysing power. Some novel scholarly usages of gender (in 
Belgium) fail to differ substantially from the essentialising m/f assignments of the popular 
culture meme ‘men are from Mars, women are from Venus’, and flatly reinstate the 
stereotypical gender binary unpacked by more than four decades of critical scholarship. Such a 
representation of gender, furthermore, relies on omitting the question of sexuality, and more 
precisely heteronormativity as gender’s constitutive power matrix. Understandings of 
femininity and masculinity cannot be adequately studied, in other words, without considering 
norms of (hetero)sexuality (Bracke 2014: 44-45).   
 
While Sarah Bracke (2014) is concerned about popular uses of the concept gender, Chia 
Longman and Katrien de Graeve (2014) warn for the increasingly popular use of the concept 
diversity in the context of organisations, institutions, policy-making and advertisment as 
similarly disconnected from an analysis of power. They point at the ease of the inclusion of 
the concept in commercial, institutional and policy language, which “may be a sign of the loss 
of its critical-emancipatory potential” (2014: 36). Another danger of diversity discourse in 
institutions and policy-making is that individuals and groups (most often minority groups) 
become reduced to their marker of difference (culture, ethnic, sexual, religious or gendered) 
and positioned against the unmarked norm (white, heterosexual, secular or Christian, male, 
middle class). Longman and de Graeve therefore conclude that “…adding diversity to gender 
to us seems a good strategy, as is adding gender to diversity, if alone for reminding us of the 
importance of the intersectional critique of the relationship between difference and power” 
(2014: 28).  
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In short, carrying out feminist research in Flanders means writing from a location 
situated in an academic context that is currently changing in exciting ways. However, the 
above concerns about the necessity of the centrality of an analysis of difference and power 
need to be taken into account, as they provide clarion calls for putting feminist and critical 
theory centre stage.    
 
 
4.1.2. Religion and Feminism in West-European Academia 
 
Not only women’s studies/gender studies, but also the critical study of or in religion is in 
various secularising West-European contexts increasingly a shifting endeavour. Due to 
European women’s studies/gender studies historically and present-day strong tendency to 
disassociate from religion and to be secular, the academic relationship between feminism and 
religion has remained in many places underdeveloped (Longman 2003a). In this context, 
Kathleen Sands speaks of a trend among secular feminist scholars of “amnesia about religious 
feminism” (2008: 309). At the same time, it is important to not overestimate the disconnection 
between secular and religious forms of feminist theorising, and to recognise the long history 
of coexistence and contestations between the two. Recognising this history enables the current 
renewed attention for religion within feminist theorising at large to draw on the long 
engagement with religion that took place, for example, in feminist theology (Smiet 2014). 
Acknowledging this general backdrop calls for paying attention to specific European 
trajectories of the academic feminist study of/in religion. 
The academic feminist study of religion is part of the disciplines of theology and 
religious studies and initially emerged from second wave feminism of the late 1960s and 
1970s in the U.S. (Castelli 2001: 4, Longman 2002: 92). Feminist theology and feminist 
religious studies have flourished to different degrees in the U.S. and in West-European 
locations due to contextual differences that have to do with the situation of gender studies as 
well as local religious contexts.  
In well-known genealogies of the U.S. feminist study of religion, works and writings 
by authors such as Mary Daly (1968), Rosemary Radford Ruether (1974), Valerie Saiving 
(1960), and Carol Christ and Judith Plaskow (1979) are cast as the launch of feminist 
theology and feminist studies of religion. As feminist scholars from various disciplinary 
backgrounds began to critique and reflect upon women’s inferior or unequal status in society 
and personal life and to bring these questions into their fields of research, scholars in theology 
and religious studies similarly began to discover the patriarchal or andocentric nature of their 
religious traditions and religious studies scholarship (Longman 2002: 94). These founding 
scholars’ writings laid the groundwork for applying formative feminist principles of the 
women’s movement to the critical study of religion. While these principles have been in 
recent decades subject of debate, they continue to resonate with many feminist scholars in 
general and feminist scholars of religion in particular. Feminist theologian Margaret 
Kamitsuka (2011) sets out some of these principles. The first is that of women’s experience as 
the point of departure for feminism and feminist research (Hartsock 1997, Collins 1991). This 
point of departure “was pivotal for feminist scholars’ efforts to challenge masculinist research 
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that made male experience representative of human experience, relegating women’s thought 
and cultural practices to the margins of scholarly attention” (Kamitsuka 2011: 20). The 
second feminist principle is the notion of the personal as political (Hanish 1970), which has 
“guided feminist scholars in their endeavours to bring to light and analyse women’s public 
and private (unpublicised) experience, often with widespread socio-political effect in the 
advancement of women’s rights” (Kamitsuka 2011: 27). The third principle is that of identity 
politics (Combahee River Collective 1977). In its classical formulation, feminist identity 
politics is a “clarion call for women to unite and work powerfully together for the good of all 
women” (Kamitsuka 2011: 31). The ongoing debates about these feminist principles have 
resulted, according to Kamitsuka, into various analytically nuanced approaches that can be 
described as intersectional. Through developing and combining multiple theoretical tools and 
concepts – such as gender, race, queer, postcolonial and environmentalist critical theories – 
racial, ethnic, gendered, national and sexual identities and experiences and the power 
dynamics in which they are embedded are today approached in new and complicated ways 
(Kamitsuka 2011: 22).  
As Carol Christ and Judith Plaskow (1979) put it, the main orientation of feminist 
studies of religion and theology was initially to challenge the problems of exclusive male 
God-language and dualistic thinking, principally in Jewish and Christian tradition. It aimed at 
the same time at valuing women’s experiences and history in religion and argued for the need 
to create new rituals and theology (1979: vii). According to Niamh Reilly (2011: 13-14), the 
efforts to develop post-patriarchal (re-)interpretations of religious texts, traditions, 
representations and histories were especially formative during the mid-1990s, while in recent 
decades, the feminist study of religion has evolved into an inclusive and multidisciplinary 
space, not least in response to early criticism about its failure to include the perspectives and 
analyses of women of colour. The feminist study of religion has yielded a rich body of 
scholarship across disciplines such as theology, philosophy, psychoanalytic theory, 
anthropology, classics, history and literature. This body of research has been, as Reilly puts it, 
“largely bypassed in ‘secular’ feminist literatures” (2011: 14). Today, feminist scholars in 
theology and religion are drawing on established feminist and postmodern insights to critique 
and contest the religious/secular distinction upheld in the academy and feminist activism. The 
assumed distinction of research as either religious/partial or secular/impartial serves to 
marginalise religious studies and exclude theology from ‘serious’ academic interdisciplinary 
debates and exchanges (Reilly 2011, Beattie 2005, Castelli 2001, Longman 2003, Johansen 
2013). American feminist religious studies scholar Elizabeth Castelli explains the general 
scholarly neglect of the category religion as complicating categories such as gender, race, 
class, culture, ethnicity and sexuality in terms of continuing commitments to Enlightenment 
ideals, an issue that will be further discussed in the next chapter on feminism and secularity: 
  
It has been an obstacle to some conversations that many feminists, whether activists or 
academics, have tended to read “religion” as an abstraction solely in negative terms – reading 
“religion” only as a form of constraint both ideologically and institutionally, and reading the 
embrace of religious affiliations or allegiances primarily as a sign of false consciousness. This 
negative rendering of “religion” is in many respects an ironic holdover from feminism’s own 
Enlightenment inheritance. During the Enlightenment, “reason” dethroned “dogma” and 
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became the new sovereign. Ever since this revolution in thinking, two related problems have 
troubled intellectual life. “Religion”, on the one hand, was produced as a category separate 
from other elements of human existence (like “society” itself). On the other hand, the binary 
opposition “secular/religious” imposed itself upon the collective consciousness of the West, 
especially upon Western intellectuals anxious to carve up the disciplinary turf according to 
highly rationalized impulses. The ongoing legacy of these two effects is still being lived out in 
struggles over the borderland that attempts to keep these two purported opposites 
(religion/secularism) in their places (2001: 5).           
   
British religious studies scholars Dawn Llewellyn and Marta Trzebiatowska (2013) similarly 
identify a disconnection between religious and secular feminisms, both inside and outside of 
the academy, a disconnection that is grounded in the sacred/secular divide. They argue that 
the lack of relationships between religious and secular feminisms extends to recent public 
expressions of feminism and that both disciplines lose from a lack of dialogue. This 
unfortunately effects the way women’s experiences are understood in the public sphere – a 
claim which the authors illustrate through analysing the Pussy Riot case. They therefore 
“argue for the importance of paying attention to religion, and finding discourses and examples 
that destabilise the religious and secular feminist separation” (2013: 245).     
In fact, since recent years an increasing tendency towards taking religion seriously as 
not only a negative but also a positive factor for women’s self-worth, agency and 
emancipation can be witnessed within gender studies research throughout Western Europe. 
Religion seems to be increasingly ‘discovered’ as a topic of interest and research by scholars 
in disciplines of social sciences and the humanities other than theology and religious studies. 
Religion becomes “rediscovered and re-invented as part of contemporary scholarly agendas 
for the greater part because of its increased visibility and huge political impact since 9/11 and 
its aftermath” (Korte 2011: 5). However, as feminist theologian Anne-Marie Korte puts it, the 
history of and links with feminist theology are often forgotten or neglected (2011: 4). This is a 
problematic development as it contributes to the further marginalisation of the discipline of 
theology in general, and of feminist theology in relation to gender studies in particular. Not 
acknowledging the role feminist theologians and religious feminists played within academic 
debates and the women’s movement, obstructs conversations across religious and secular 
differences (Reilly 2011, Johansen 2013, Llewellyn & Trzebiatowska 2013).  
U.S. feminist theologian Rosemary Radford Ruether (2011[1998]) describes the 
different trajectories of feminist theology in the U.S. and Western Europe. The latter, she 
claims, developed relatively late and primarily emerged during the 1980s. During that time, 
West-European feminist theology was developed in countries that are historically Protestant 
majority countries. It became influenced by feminist theologies already existing in the U.S., to 
which German Protestant theologies were an important source of inspiration. One of the most 
well-known and distinctive feminist theologians to emerge from the German Protestant 
context was Dorothee Solle.. Her explicit embrace of feminism, which she added to her self-
understanding as a liberation theologian, reflected, according to Ruether, her concern with the 
meaning of the Nazi experience for Christians (2011 [1998]: 149-157). By contrast, in 
Catholic areas such as France, Italy and Spain, up until the late 1990s, there was no real 
engagement of feminist scholars with theology, and vice versa. In the predominantly 
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Protestant countries of northern Europe, Catholic feminist theology was developed alongside 
Protestant ones by feminist scholars such as Elisabeth Borresen in Norway, Mary Grey in 
England and Catherina Halkes in the Netherlands (2011 [1998]: 158-168). The historically 
Protestant areas gave them a wider base for teaching and research, according to Ruether, than 
would have been the case in Catholic countries, as… 
 
…hierarchical Catholicism views feminist theology with deepest suspicion. This had made it 
very difficult for Catholic women to teach it in Catholic theological faculties. In France, where 
there has long been a lively feminist philosophy, which is influencing feminist theory and 
theology elsewhere, there is virtually no dialogue between feminism and Catholic theology 
(2011[1998]: 158).   
 
Also in the 1990s, Ruether continues to describe, European feminist theology presents a 
diverse picture. In Catholic areas of Europe, the word ‘feminism’ remains often taboo in 
theological faculties (2011 [1998]: 168). The issue of Christian versus post-Christian 
feminism plays out differently for Europeans in comparison to debates in the U.S. For 
Europeans, the option of a ‘return’ to pre-Christian spiritualities is complicated by the Nazi 
experience, in which pre-Christian Germanic myth was appropriated and celebrated. In the 
Celtic world, however, a positive union of pre-Christian spirituality, ethnic identity and 
feminism can be found (2011 [1998]: 169-170). 
 Belgian feminist theologians Anneleen Decoene and Joke Lambelin (2009) note the 
near lack of (documentation of) feminist theology in Belgium and set out to provide a sketch 
of some recent developments in feminist theology in Flanders. They define feminist theology 
not as merely an academic exercise but include critical and transformative thinking and 
practice based on liberative and explicitly gendered religious experiences. This broad 
definition allows them to discuss the thinking, writing and activism of both Christian and 
Islamic feminist women throughout the recent history of Flanders – which largely took place 
at the margin or outside of the academy. Decoene and Lambelin start with a discussion of 
what is called the women-and-faith movement, a recent expression of religious feminism that 
will be further discussed in the next section. What is important to mention here is that the 
authors note that this Christian women’s movement got their theoretical input from abroad, 
mainly from the U.S. and the Netherlands (2009: 374). This observation corroborates 
Ruether’s (2011 [1998]: 158) claim that feminist theology in Catholic regions of Europe 
remains underdeveloped and shows that women’s movements who do want to engage with 
feminist theology are inclined to draw upon debates taking place in the U.S. or in the 
Protestant regions of Europe. It also confirms Griffin and Braidotti’s (2002) observations 
about the power invested differences between feminist theorising taking place in different 
locations within Europe and across the Trans-Atlantic. Decoene and Lambelin conclude that 
indeed feminist theology, and structures to encourage its development, were much later 
developed and established in Flanders compared to the U.S. and the Netherlands (2009: 375).  
Religious studies in Flanders has been often dominated by mainstream theological 
perspectives, which means that studying religion from a non-philosophical or non-theological 
perspective remained somewhat marginalised within the Humanities. The breaking-up in 2014 
of the commission Religion, Theology and Philosophy at the Flemish Organisation Scientific 
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Research (FWO Vlaanderen) that funds individual research and research projects into two 
commissions – the first Theology and Religious Studies, and the second Philosophy and 
Ethics
17
 – could mean a future shift towards increasing funding of religious studies research 
and a decreasing dominance of theology and philosophy. At the same time, several colleagues 
of our Centre for Intercultural Communication and Interaction (CICI) – in the process of 
being renamed Research Centre for Gender and Culture –, funded by FWO or the Special 
Research Fund of Ghent University (BOF), already investigate religion as centrally or as one 
of the aspects of their individual qualitative research.
18
 Critical research that takes gender, 
ethnicity and religion into account is also taking place, for example, at RHEA Centre for 
Gender and Diversity (Free University of Brussels) and the Centre for Interculturalism, 
Migration and Minorities (Catholic University of Leuven). Moreover, CICI is one of the 
research centres participating in the international research and networking project 
‘Interdisciplinary Innovations in the Study of Religion and Gender: Postcolonial, Postsecular 
and Queer Perspectives’. This project is initiated and coordinated by prof. Anne-Marie Korte, 
Chair of Religion, Gender and Modernity at Utrecht University (the Netherlands) and is 
funded by the Netherlands Organisation Scientific Research (NWO). The aim of the project 
is, as its website puts it: 
 
…to make an innovative contribution to the further development of the interdisciplinary study 
of religion and gender from a range of contemporary critical perspectives in the humanities: 
postcolonial criticism, postsecular theory and queer theory. This is urgent because in 
contemporary multicultural and postcolonial societies, religious profiling, confrontation and 
(identity) politics at local, national and international levels often focus on themes of sexual 
difference, sexuality and reproduction (e.g. the recurrent heated debates over women’s veiling, 
abortion, homosexuality and similar issues). Gender and sexuality seem to have become the 
arenas or battle fields of religion/s in our modern world, not at least in Western Europe. In 
order to break new grounds in the understanding of these complex dynamics of religion and 
gender in our contemporary world, this research cooperation project aims to explore the 
current major challenges to the study of religion and gender, to identify the fundamental 
critical issues, and to address these in innovative ways and from an interdisciplinary 
perspective. To this end the project brings together a selection of leading scholars from 
internationally renowned research institutions with excellent programs in the field with the 
objective of developing research project proposals and grant applications and establishing a 
structural research network for the study of religion and gender 
(http://projectreligionandgender.org/about/). 
 
CICI contributes to this project through the organisation of a fourth expertmeeting at Ghent 
University, entitled ‘Religion, Gender & Activism’, which will take place in December 2014. 
This expertmeeting aims to discuss the study of religion and gender in relation to social 
movements, organisations and activism from a variety of disciplines (including religious 
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studies, theology, anthropology, sociology and women’s/gender studies) and critical 
perspectives (postcolonial, postsecular and queer theory).
19
 
 To conclude, not only academic gender studies in Flanders is heading into new and 
challenging directions, the same can be said of the study of religion and gender. I write this 
dissertation therefore within the context of these current developments in gender studies as 
well as the study of gender and religion.   
 
 
4.2. Academic Narratives about First Wave Religious Feminisms 
 
In this section I explore the relationship between religion and feminism, with a particular 
focus on the history of the Dutch-speaking women’s movement in Belgium. Historian Julie 
Carlier warns us, however, against an overdetermined notion of local history and elaborates 
her understanding of the history of Belgian feminism as partly developed through fruitful 
connections across national borders (2010a).  
This section looks at feminist historians’ narratives about what I call religious 
feminism – the struggle for improving the positions, circumstances and possibilities of women 
at political, social-cultural and religious levels inspired by (among other sources) religious or 
spiritual convictions about the equality or equal dignity of women and men. Historical 
narratives need to be seen as historiographies, as they are, according to Stanley and Wise, 
“highly partial and constitute elements of a framework stitched together by the preoccupations 
and intellectual concerns of the historian, not of “the past” itself.” (1993: 217, quoted in 
Longman 2002: 62).  
Historian Ann Taylor Allen states that “religion as the bulwark of patriarchy has 
become a feminist cliché” (2007: 190). In feminist academic and popular narratives, religion 
and feminism, especially in Western-Europe, have a tensioned relationship. Second wave 
feminism of the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s is often described as secular or even antireligious. 
The idea of a historical tensioned relationship between religion and feminism is correct 
(Osselaer 2013), but incomplete. Multiple forms of historical relationships between religion 
and feminism exist, as well as narratives and interpretations about them. The antagonist 
relationship between religion and feminism will be further discussed in the next chapter on 
feminism and secularity. This section looks instead at some narratives about historical 
affirmative relationships between religion and feminism in the context of the women’s 
movement, with a particular focus on developments in Belgium.  
The work of contemporary feminist historians demonstrates that in first wave 
feminism – feminist thinking and activism until 1968 – religion was an important aspect of 
women’s struggles. In Great-Britain as well as in de United States, feminist and abolitionist 
struggles took place on the basis of, among other sources of inspiration, Protestant convictions 
and visions about a just society (Braude 2004, Drenth & de Haan 1999). According to Ulla 
Jansz, also in the Netherlands, Protestant and Catholic women’s organizations and individual 
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feminists, inspired by and acting within religious frameworks, formed the vast majority of 
first wave feminism. Individual feminist free-thinkers formed a small minority. They 
cooperated with religious women’s organizations on issues such as education for girls and 
women’s suffrage (2008: 19-32). Allen mentions the significant role played by the Protestant 
Women’s League during the first wave of feminism in Germany. She observes that in a 
number of (early) German feminist historical writings this Protestant women’s movement was 
not taken seriously as feminist. Normative Weberian assumptions about modernity as 
necessarily leading to secularisation and emancipation, Allen argues, underlie the judgment 
regarding the Protestant women’s movement as at least old-fashioned and conservative, or at 
worst anti-feminist (2007: 193). Contrary to German feminist historiography, feminist 
historians throughout the English-speaking world refer more often to religion as an important 
and positive component of forms of feminist consciousness. English-speaking historians 
emphasise complexity and ambiguity in the relationship between religion and feminism, 
instead of antagonism. Allen suggest that the difference lies, first of all, in a larger impact of 
the theories of Max Weber and Karl Marx – who often consider religion as a form of false 
consciousness – in Germany compared to Britain, and secondly, in the existence of larger 
religious diversity in Britain (2007: 195). In her essay on feminism in Christianity worldwide, 
Ruether similarly speaks of the very different relationship between feminism and Christianity 
in the U.S. compared to France. Post-Christian or anti-Christian feminism has come to 
underlie major forms of secular feminist theory in modern Western culture – notably in 
Europe. French feminism, according to Ruether, is influenced by revolutionary liberalism of 
the late eighteenth century and subsequently by socialism in the nineteenth and twentieth 
century. French feminism has been predominantly secular. Religion has been seen, not simply 
as irrelevant, but as the enemy of women’s rights. In French feminist eyes, religion became 
the enemy of progress towards social justice more generally. French secular feminism, as 
Ruether puts it, “had no interest in the feminist reconstruction of Christianity. Christianity was 
dismissed at the outset” (1999: 218). This is one of the reasons why much feminist theology 
emerged in the U.S., along with other factors such as the greater diversity of Christianities in 
the U.S. as well as less influence of secularity and Marxism on its popular culture (1999: 218-
219). It may well be the case that a similar conclusion can be drawn for Belgium as for France 
and Germany, as Weberian assumptions regarding modernity, secularisation an religion 
(Gerth & Mills 2009) are present both in academic and popular discussions. The claim about 
the impact of Weberian and Marxist thinking in the field of the study of religion in general 
and in relation to feminism in particular, however, needs to be substantiated by further critical 
research in the Belgian context.  
 In academic literature, the Belgian Catholic women’s movements have often been 
regarded as non-political and simply reinforcing the idea of the woman as wife, mother and 
housewife along the lines of Catholic gendered social teachings. Critics point at the Catholic 
women’s movements’ education of women’s groups in practical skills and religious 
knowledge by providing them with classes about cooking, child rearing, home-making and by 
organizing group pilgrimages (van Molle 2004: 372). Moreover, Catholic women’s 
movements are understood as being forced to make connections between incompatible 
discourses and practices, namely the Catholic Church’s anti-feminist stance and feminist 
ideals of women’s emancipation (Carlier 2010b: 3). Belgian feminist historians Julie Carlier 
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and Leen van Molle question such dominant assumptions. Carlier critiques academic and 
popular narratives about Catholic feminism in Belgium in the following words:    
 
We need to revise the relationship between feminism and Catholicism. According to existing 
literature, Belgian Catholic feminism needed to combine the irreconcilable: the anti-feminist 
standpoint of the Church and the endeavour for women’s emancipation. […] International 
literature demonstrates that we cannot regard religious feminism to be a contradiction in 
terminis. On the contrary, we need to pay attention to the complexity and ambivalence of 
religion as a patriarchal institute and faith as a source of inspiration for personal development 
and emancipation (2010b: 3, my translation). 
 
Carlier (2010b) describes the establishment of the Belgian Catholic feminist movement Le 
Feminisme Chretien de Belgique in 1902 and demonstrates that both assumptions regarding 
Catholic feminism in Belgium are untenable. This Belgian organization was autonomously 
established by Louise van den Plas (1877-1968), who is at times labeled as the founder of 
Christian feminism in Belgium (Metsenaere 2007: 179). Le Feminisme Chretien de Belgique 
was “not rooted […] within the Catholic pillar, but within transnational [notably French] 
feminist connections across differences of life-stance” (Carlier 2010: 5). Van den Plas aimed 
at adding a religious dimension to feminist thinking and activism. For van den Plas and her 
colleagues, according to Carlier, Christian inspiration was of both spiritual and political-
strategic importance: they regarded Catholic support for the struggle for women’s rights as 
indispensible in a country dominated by Catholicism. The close connections between the 
Catholic feminist movement and the freethinkers’ movement breaks through Belgian 
assumptions about unbridgeable oppositions on the basis of life-stance. Shared campaigns by 
feminists holding various life-stances and political outlooks led to important pre-World War I 
victories at the level of legislation, such as investigations to determine paternity (1908) and 
women’s suffrage (1910). Carlier notes that the Catholic feminist movement was to combine 
and integrate the agenda for women’s equality with Catholic faith. On the one hand, the non-
confessional feminists’ demand for equality between men and women within marriage was 
somewhat weakened in order to maintain and respect Catholic teachings about the authority of 
the male head of the family. On the other hand, Catholic feminists imported “modern and 
progressive understandings of personal development and emancipation into Catholic faith” 
(2010: 6). 
 While Carlier emphasizes the complexity and ambivalence of Catholicism as both a 
patriarchal institution as well as faith as a source of inspiration for personal development and 
emancipation, van Molle (2004: 372) suggests that it is difficult to research and assess the 
slow and complex process of poor women’s education, as well as to measure the effect of the 
legislative work done by Catholic women’s movements on behalf of women. She further 
poses the questions:  
 
Their supposedly traditional activities need to be reconsidered as well: to which degree were 
the cooking classes, the lectures about electric household utensils, the lectures about baby- and 
childrearing, […] a form of emancipation (in its broad sense of personal development and 
liberation) and a conducive or even necessary ground for further emancipation? Could we 
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consider this as a proto-feminism, where later [second-wave] feminism was built upon? (van 
Molle 2004: 372, translation mine)   
 
The narrative about the Catholic working class women’s movements of historian Antoon 
Osaer (1991) seems to corroborate van Molle’s suggestion that the Belgian Catholic women’s 
movement were important and indispensable forerunners of later trajectories of women’s 
emancipation in Belgium. According to Osaer, both the Flemish Katholieke Arbeiders 
Vrouwen (KAV) and the Walloon LOFC-Vie Feminine indeed greatly contributed to, as he 
puts it, the double emancipation of lower social class women – as women and as women of 
the working class (1991: 317). Osaer describes how the Flemish Catholic working class 
movement was at the end of the 19
th
 century a movement run by men, who realised the 
importance of ‘recruiting’ women into the movement, especially in the face of the danger of 
upcoming socialism. It founded women’s education groups in Brussels, Ghent and Antwerp 
led by priests and pastors, which aimed at the material and moral elevation of women of the 
working class. The issue of women working outside the home was much debated within the 
Catholic working class movement, however, the idea of men’s and women’s separate social 
roles and tasks was dominant, which led the movement initially to claim for relieving women 
of the burden of labor outside the home (1991: 318-321). Louise van den Plas, who founded 
in 1902 the Le Feminisme Chretien de Belgique, had a twofold goal. She aimed at generating 
support for feminist claims for legal equality of men and women within Catholic circles in 
Belgium, but in ways that did not confront Catholic teachings. Secondly, she aimed at forcing 
some political reforms to increase the equality of men and women, with a special focus on 
improving the circumstances of women of the working class. The young single women 
Victoire Cappe, who might have been influenced by the work of van den Plas, was in 1906 
the first to establish a working women’s syndicate in Liège, which became the model for all 
subsequent established women’s syndicates and services for working class women. Instead of 
thinking in terms of charity, upper class women and working class women in Liège started to 
cooperate on the basis of the principles of self-help, mutual solidarity and equality. According 
to Osaer, the study groups founded by Cappe were crucial starting points for the intellectual 
and social elevation of women. In these groups, women started to study and discuss the legal 
system, social theories and their realities, and in that way prepared for action. The 
establishment of the Women’s League by Constance Teichman in Antwerp in 1910 was an 
important next step for women’s mobilization on a national level. This Women’s League 
aimed at furthering the improvement of the social and material circumstances of women of 
the working class, and at establishing and coordinating collaborations between existing 
women’s groups. It also aimed at education upper class women to become competent leaders 
of the Women’s League. The Women’s League endorsed Christian feminism as articulated by 
Louise van den Plas. In 1912, a national coordination of women’s syndicates was launched in 
Brussels under the title General Secretary of Christian Women’s Syndicates (Algemeen 
Secretariaat der Christene Vrouwenvakverenigingen), and was led by Victoire Cappe. This 
national secretary was run by women – without the supervision of male leaders of the working 
class movement or priests – and evolved until World War I into a coordination centre that 
headed a department for documentation and archiving, an information centre (which helped 
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solving women’s conflicts about payment and organized women’s professional training) and a 
propaganda centre (1991: 322-334).  
Osaer’s analysis of the development of the Catholic working class women’s 
movement seems to confirm van Molle’s suggestion that the activities of Catholic women, 
although initially in groups led by men and embedded in a Catholic workers’ movement 
similarly led by men, indeed formed an important basis for the development of a Christian 
feminist consciousness and activism on behalf of working class women.   
 
 
4.3. Histories of Religion and Gender and Recent Religious Feminism in 
Flanders  
 
The metaphor of waves to talk about the history of feminism and the women’s movement is 
much discussed in terms of its usefulness and possible application to different contexts and 
localities (Henry 2004). In relation to the Belgian history of women’s movements, wave 
metaphors are not always helpful as they seem to refer to a slow emergence of women’s 
movements, a certain moment of peaking activities, and their slow decline. However, when 
speaking about the Flemish Catholic women’s movements, the metaphor of waves obscures 
more than it reveals. After World War I, the Catholic working class women’s movement did 
not decline. On the contrary, Osaer describes how it evolves as the Katholieke Arbeiders 
Vrouwen (KAV) into a mass movement with thousands of members and remained an 
important factor for the political, social and cultural emancipation of Catholic women in 
Flanders for the next decennia (1991: 335-367).     
 
 
4.3.1. Histories of Religion, Secularity and Gender in Belgium 
 
The metaphor of waves moreover obscures a background, since the early twentieth century, of 
tensions and contestations between Catholicism and specific forms of feminism. Historian 
Tine van Osselaer (2013) described and analysed the Catholic discourse in Belgium between 
1800 and 1940 regarding constructions of religion and gender, and notes that during the early 
twentieth century constructions of Catholic femininity took place vis-à-vis the respresentation 
of certain types of women – in particular the Americanised individualist woman and the 
French decadent garçonne. Van Osselaer describes the turn of the century as a ‘catalytic 
moment’, after which in particular in Catholic clerical teachings, women were considered 
more pious or at least more frequent churchgoers, while men’s lower level of involvement 
was considered a problem and much clerical energy was invested in tackling this issue (2013: 
225). The patriarchal ideal was promoted by priests, bishops and leading Catholics especially 
after the major social changes of the mid-nineteenth century linked to the industrial 
revolution, the rise of the urban population, and to political developments such as the Parisian 
Revolt of 1848 and the ‘school war’ between Liberal and Catholic politicians. Catholics 
feared the de-christianising influence of Socialism on the working class of the cities and 
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believed that only religion could garuantee social order, which led them to revalorise 
Christian family life, based upon ideals of Christian fatherhood and domestic motherhood, as 
a cornerstone of a Christian stable society (2013: 225-226). Catholic men’s movements 
developed and blossomed notably in the 1930s, such as the Leagues of the Friends of the 
Sacred Heart and Catholic Action (CA), which were means to conciliate Belgian Catholic 
men under clerical supervision and to proclaim male piety. In case of the CA, these men’s 
movements were also meant to re-christianise the modern world and fight the idea that 
religion should be banished from public life. The CA man was represented as the new, more 
combatant, type of the Catholic male at the barricade. For the Leagues and women’s CA 
movements, motherhood was the most important reference to define ‘true femininity’ (2013: 
227-229). Gendered representations of ‘good Catholics’ implied various antitypes which were 
considered a threat to family life. The Catholic woman specifically found clear antagonists in 
the ‘worldly woman’, the ‘emancipated woman’, the feminist, the garçonne and the 
Americanised woman. According to Van Osselaer, these images were put in opposition to the 
ideal of the hierarchically structured family promoted in Catholic discourses (2013: 230-231). 
Men and women were considered ‘equal but not similar’. The author writes, 
 
The depictions of the idealized patriarchal household with a clear division of tasks according 
to gender – described as ‘complementary’ – referred, just like this church differentiation [of 
sacral space], to the higher ranking of men. This was described as a ‘natural’ order every 
parishioner had to obey and strife for. Sermons on this topic referred to ‘women’s natural 
obedience’ and suggested that ‘men had been granted authority by God and nature so that he 
could guide and lead the female sex’. The pastor’s interaction with his flock was also judged 
from this perspective for he was advised to take care not to ‘infiltrate’ the household, 
threatening a husband’s marital authority by exerting too much influence on a woman’s soul. 
Discussing the intellectual and physical limitation of the ‘weaker sex’ clerical authors thereby 
referred to other (and new) ‘authorities’: the Bible, clerical writers and contemporary science 
(2013: 225).      
 
Van Osselaer’s analyses demonstrates the historical tensed relationship between Catholic 
discourse and feminist visions on radical equality of women and men. But while freethinkers 
are often thought of as introducing, promoting and disseminating new ideas of equality and 
freedom based upon Enlightenment thinking, historian Gita Deneckere (2008) describes the 
historical position of women in U.S. and European freemasonry as one of exclusion based 
upon traditional representations of women. She points at the paradoxical fact that the 
freemason lodges, which spread during the 18
th
 century throughout the U.S. and Europe, 
remained for a long time male bastions. The ‘Constitution’ of James Anderson, written in 
1723, which became one of the fundamental founding texts for freemasonry world-wide, puts 
it as such: “Men who are admitted to the Masonic Lodge need to be good and righteous men, 
born free and of mature and intellectual age, no slaves, no women, no indecent or offensive 
men, but men of good reputation” (Anderson 1723, cited in Deneckere 2008: 6, translation 
mine). This means that from the start in freemasonry, a gap existed between ideals and reality. 
The Lodge included gentlemen – rich men of good reputation, loyal to the King and national 
laws, and therefore not radical. It did not only exclude women, but also coloured people, 
working class people, disabled persons, revolutionary thinkers and atheists. Up until today, 
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most freemason lodges worldwide include only men as members. At the Eurpean continent, 
only as a result of feminist critique and pressure, mixed freemason lodges were founded 
(Deneckere 2008: 6-7). In France in 1893, the mixed Le Droit Humain was established, after 
which in Brussels a first daughter lodge was founded in 1894 as part of the larger progressive 
Les Amis Philantropes that already existed since 1797. According to Deneckere, these mixed 
lodges, a phenomenon that emerged only at the end of the 19
th
 century, became early 
expressions and supporters of feminism and women’s emancipation (2008: 8). After the 
second half of the 19
th
 century, the maconnerie in Belgium, similar to other Catholic 
European countries, politicised within the context of conflicts between clericals and anti-
clericals about the place of the Catholic Church in society. The admittance of women to the 
Antwerp freemasonry in 1876 was therefore primarily motivated, the author suggest, by the 
intention to distance women from clerical influence and by concerns about women’s religious 
education of children, and was not motivated by ideals of equality and justice (2008: 9). 
While throughout the 19
th
 century freemason discourse in Belgium remained steeped in a 
gendered distinction of public and private sphere, at the same time, the fundamental paradox 
of Enlightment ideals and reality made the freemasonry also a social space in which feminism 
could emerge and be cultivated (2008: 16). Deneckere concludes that, 
 
The story of women’s exclusion and difficult integration [into freemasonry] cannot be 
accounted for solely in terms of a political struggle for emancipation. As in egalitarian 
Enlightenment discourse rational arguments for the exclusion of women from freemason 
temples can hardly be found, the importance of affective aspects must be considered, that is a 
specific male sociability and friendship. In this way, the meaning of intimate relationships 
between men, and a specific form of masculinity among brothers, can be linked to bourgeois 
understandings of sex differences (2008: 17).    
 
Although historical research on Belgian Catholicism and constructions of masculinity and 
femininity took off especially in the recent decade (van Osselaer 2013, van Osselaer & 
Maurits 2011, Buerman 2012, Art & Buerman 2007, Pasture 2012) the study of gender, 
feminism and the freethinking tradition and movements remains a field that needs much 
further exploration.  
This above historical background of Catholic and freethinking discourses and 
movements that both limit and promote women’s emancipation – in terms of political, social, 
cultural and economic participation – should be kept in mind when thinking about recent 
histories of religion and feminism in the Flemish context. 
 
 
4.3.2. Recent Religious Feminisms in Flanders  
 
An important example of more recently established religious feminism in Flanders is the 
Women and Faith movement (Vrouw en Geloof beweging) that originated within the context 
of the University Parish of Leuven at the end of the 1970s. Historian Bart Latre (2011) 
situates the Women and Faith movement within both the context of second wave feminism 
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and what he calls the broader ‘church and society critical movement of progressive 
Christians’ that emerged in the wake of the 1960s.  
In 1979, the group Christianity and Feminism (Kristendom en Feminism) was founded 
– later on renamed Woman and Christianity (Vrouw en Kristendom). The main impulse for 
the establishment of this group was the participation of its founding members in a conference 
in the Netherlands at which they came into contact with the Dutch Catholic feminist 
theologian Catharina Halkes. This meeting spurred the formation of a feminist consciousness. 
In 1980, the group organized its first weekend of collective studying, in which it focused upon 
criticising the policies of the Catholic church that exclude women from becoming priests. 
After the group organized a major meeting in 1984 in the crypt of the Koekelberg Basilica in 
Brussels, the movement disseminated and several groups came into being throughout Flanders 
(Decoene & Lambelin 2009: 372). These groups started discussions about themes such as the 
position of women within Christian tradition, priesthood and sexuality. The non-profit 
organization Woman and Faith (Vrouw en Geloof vzw) was founded in 1986 and provided the 
growing movement with structure and coordination (Latre 2011, Smits 2011). In 1986 and 
1990 two more major meetings were organized, and in 1994 the Women and Faith movement 
took in collaboration with few large Catholic women’s organisations the initiative to respond 
to the letter of Pope John II, the Ordinatio Sacerdotalis, which aimed at ending the discussion 
about women’s access to priesthood. They organized a survey among 2.000 men and women 
about their opinion about the Pope’s letter. After this initiative, the Women and Faith 
movement became less active (Decoene & Lambelin 2009: 373). In 2007, the movement 
celebrated its 20 years existence, and in 2012 it celebrated its 25 years existence.  
 The University Parish of Leuven played an important stimulating role, according to 
Latre, in bringing in feminist critique within the broader movement of progressive Christians 
of the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s. But also elsewhere within the movement growing attention 
was paid to feminist perspectives. For example, the collective Christians for Socialism 
(Kristenen voor Socialisme) started in 1985 a discussion group about feminism. Latre argues 
that especially since the 1980s, feminist issues started to play a larger role within the broader 
movement of progressive Christians (2011: 427-429). Another example of growing attention 
for feminist perspectives is the admiration the German feminist liberation theologian 
Dorothee Solle received among progressive Christians of that time. In 1987, Solle travelled on 
the invitation of grassroots Christian progressive groups from Antwerp, to Leuven and Bruges 
to give lectures. Solle’s travel was organised especially by the Leuven University Parish, but 
also grassroots Christian progressive group helped out (2011: 430). Latre’s description of the 
movement of progressive Christians reveals a continuous interplay until the 1990s of theory – 
mostly in the form of feminist theology that originated across the borders, notably in the US, 
the Netherlands and Germany – and practice – in the form of experiments with liturgical 
celebrations.      
Two independent feminist religious journals originated from the Women and Faith 
movement. The first is the Women and Faith journal (Vrouw en Geloofkrant), founded in 
1987 by Roos Maes and Annemie Lauryssens, who committed themselves to encourage 
change within the Catholic church regarding the relationships between women and men. The 
editors started searching for new images of God and new interpretations of Biblical stories 
and of the role women played in these stories. As historian Sien Smits (2011) points out in her 
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master thesis, despite their patriarchal characteristics, they did not intend to leave the 
Christian tradition and church. On the contrary, faith provided them with the inspiration and 
strength necessary for their feminist struggle within as well as outside the church. The journal 
Symforosa was founded two years later, in 1988. Annemie Lauryssens was one of its 
founders. This new journal was established out of a deeply felt dissatisfaction with the rigidity 
of the patriarchal Catholic church and the position of women within it. It did not put 
Christianity central anymore, but started to search for alternative and emancipating forms of 
spirituality for women (Smits 2011). The attitude of the two journals regarding the church and 
Christianity was fundamentally different. Both agreed, however, on the idea that faith and 
spirituality can be important sources of inspiration for feminist struggles.   
Feminist theologians Anneleen Decoene and Joke Lambelin analyse the development 
of the Women and Faith movement in terms of the different phases it went through: 
 
In the first phase, the women and faith movement evolves in close relationship with the 
religious institute, the Catholic church. The discussion at that time is focused upon changing 
the unjust structures within the institute, such as the call to open up access to priesthood for 
women. During the further development of the movement, the relationship with the institute 
becomes more loose. The discussions and conversations do not solely focus upon the inclusion 
of women within existing structures, but start moving to a more fundamental level: the 
rethinking and reshaping of the religious tradition from women’s or a feminist perspective. 
Not just the relationship with the institute becomes more loose, also the connection with the 
Christian tradition becomes throughout the years less strong. Women turn to other forms of 
spirituality and discover, for example, the goddess movement. Various smaller groups come 
into being, who, more than the initial women and faith movement, put a loose and flexible 
relationship with Christianity central and explore other forms of spirituality. We thus notice an 
evolution of a movement of women within the church that aims at changing existing church 
structures to a movement of women at the margins and outside of the church that search for 
feminist forms of spirituality (Decoene & Lambelin 2009: 374, translation mine).   
 
Next to the feminist struggles within church communities and/or in the field of spiritual life, 
Christian and spiritual feminists cooperated often with non-believing feminists on political-
social demands for the improvement of women’s position and opportunities. An important 
framework for such cooperation was the pluralist feminist committee called Women’s 
Consultation Committee (Vrouwen Overleg Komitee – VOK). In this autonomous committee, 
established in the early 1970s, women took part on behalf of a syndicate, organisation or 
political party, or on the basis of individual membership. VOK provided a place for 
discussions and cooperation between religious and non-believing feminists, even though these 
did not always run entirely smoothly. Within VOK, Christian and non-believing feminists 
cooperated in the struggle for women’s equal access to education and the labour market, for 
well-balanced political representation, against violence against women and against the wage 
gap. Especially in the field of ethics, differences of opinion and practice existed – abortion 
used to be a point of contention between Christian and non-believing feminists (Roggeman & 
Dequeecker 2005: 1-7). 
The above non-exhaustive explorations demonstrate the historical multiplicity of the 
relationship between feminism, religion and spirituality, not just in the broader context of 
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Western Europe, but also within Belgium – many believing feminists deliberately decided to 
work from within their religious communities, others decided to start exploring feminist 
religiosity and spirituality beyond Christianity. Most of them cooperated with non-believing 
feminists around issues of shared concern.  
Also today in Flanders, religious feminism exist in various forms. Some groups, 
organisations or individuals identify themselves as both feminist and religious. At the same 
time, feminism is currently often imagined as secular, especially when thinking about 
women’s emancipation in relation to Islam – which makes religion and feminism into an odd 
or difficult combination. In times of increasing secularisation (declining role of religious 
authorities and traditions since 1968), secularity, as visions and practices that are not 
(directly) framed within a religious framework, became dominant. One way of explaining the 
rise of secularist voices in Flemish public debates and politics (Bracke & Fadil 2009) might 
be to consider them as attempts to reinforce shifting power relations between groups and 
individuals in society on the basis of worldview (and ethnic identity). Within this context, 
according to Kathleen Sands, some women’s organizations and individual feminists seem to 
deliberately forget about their own religious histories and roots (Sands 2008).   
Most of the time, secularity remains comfortably out of the picture in discussions 
about the possibilities for emancipation within religious frameworks and communities (Scott 
2009). The lack of public discussions about secularity and its merits or disadvantages for 
women’s emancipation and well-being and the recurrent focus on religion as problematic in 
this field reinforces the idea that secularism and secularity are per definition beneficial for 
women’s emancipation. Secularity remains the invisible and unquestioned and therefore 
normative framework for progress and emancipation (Jakobsen & Pellegrini 2008). In order to 
approach debates on religion and women’s emancipation critically, we therefore need to shift 
our focus to examining past and present relationships between feminism and secularity to see 
if any assumption regarding secularity holds water. And we need to question what happens 
when today politicians, opinion-makers and/or organizations express their concern around the 
current state of secularity or neutrality in the name of feminism or women’s rights. In the next 
chapter, I review part of the current academic debates about secularism/secularity in relation 
to feminism and gender.  
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Chapter 5. The Study of Secularity in Western Europe   
 
This chapter explores academic literature and debates about secularism and secularity in the 
West-European context, with a special focus on their links to gender and ethnicity. It looks at 
recent critical interventions in the study of secularism and the secular. Where literature is 
available, I bring in analyses of developments in Belgium and Flanders. The well-known 
writing of philosopher Charles Taylor, and the responses it evoked, are helpful starting points 
for surveying the study of secularity, gender and ethnicity.  
 
 
5.1. Debating West-European Secularity: Intersections with Gender and 
Ethnicity     
 
Recent years have seen a boom in academic theorisations on secularism as a political ideology 
and doctrine and the secular as an epistemic category. Both are increasingly approached and 
questioned as particular and locally embedded historical formations and discursive and 
institutional processes (Asad 2003, Calhoun, Jurgensmeyer & VanAntwerpen 2011, Cannel 
2010, Mahmood 2005).
20
 In this section, I briefly focus on the work of Canadian philosopher 
Charles Taylor, who in his monumental A Secular Age (2007) provides a phenomenological 
and genealogical account of the contemporary conditions of belief and unbelief. According to 
sociologist Jose Casanova (2010: 271), Taylor’s outline of the conditions of belief and 
unbelief perfectly matches the radical secularity of contemporary European societies. Below I 
introduce the arguments made by several scholars, who critically engage with Taylor’s work 
and attend to (1) the importance of the local specificity and uniqueness of European 
secularity, (2) the role of (post)colonialism, (3) and the dimension of sex/gender. An 
introduction to these debates serves to reveal some of the issues I believe are at stake in 
researching West-European secularity.  
 Taylor opens his book by posing the question: “What does it mean to say we live in a 
secular age?” (2007: 1) His work focuses upon and elaborately explores the conditions of 
belief such as they have transformed throughout the last centuries in the West. This means 
that he investigates secularity in the sense of a move from a society where belief in God is 
unchallenged and unproblematic to one in which belief is seen as one option among others, 
and in certain social environments not the easiest option to embrace. According to this 
perspective, secularity is a matter of the context of understanding in which people’s moral, 
spiritual and religious experience and search are taking place (2007: 3). Taylor frames his 
objective as such: 
 
                                                          
20
 See also the website ‘The Immanent Frame’ which since 2007 engages with Taylor’s work and provides a host of 
information on prominent scholars in the current debates on the secular: http://blogs.ssrc.org/tif/  
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…the change I want to define and trace is one which takes us from a society in which faith, 
even for the staunchest believer, is one human possibility among others. I may find it 
inconceivable that I would abandon my faith, but there are others, including some possibly 
very close to me, whose way of living I cannot in all honesty dismiss as depraved, or blind, or 
unworthy, who have no faith (at least not in God, or the transcendent). Belief in God is no 
longer axiomatic. There are alternatives. And this will also likely mean that at least in certain 
milieux, it may be hard to sustain one’s faith. There will be people who feel bound to give it 
up, even though they mourn its loss. This has been a recognizable experience in our societies, 
at least since the mid-nineteenth century. There will be many others to whom faith never even 
seems an eligible possibility. There are certainly millions today of whom this is true (2007: 3). 
 
Taylor identifies the emergence of exclusive humanism as the crucial transforming move in 
the development of Western secularity, made possible by earlier developments in orthodox 
Christianity and subsequent Deism. Self-sufficing humanism provided the eclipse of all goals 
beyond human flourishing and laid the fundaments of today’s secular age (2007: 19). He 
engages with philosophical and literary writings to differentiate certain tendencies through 
time regarding understandings of self, society and time. Doing this, Taylor strongly argues 
against traditional secularisation narratives, or what he calls ‘substraction theories’, which 
explain modernity and secularisation in terms of human beings having lost or finally liberated 
from the earlier confined horizon and limited religious knowledge. Instead, he sets out that 
Western modernity and secularity are the fruit of new intellectual inventions, newly 
constructed self-understandings and related practices (2007: 22). 
In chapter fifteen, Taylor famously argues that these tendencies have led to the 
creation of what he calls the ‘immanent frame’: the increasing dominance and plausibility of 
non-religious or even atheist viewpoints. Taylor’s notion of the ‘immanent frame’ refers to 
the way in which in the modern Western world secularity has become the unchallenged norm 
and representative of the ‘natural’ order, to be contrasted to the ‘supernatural’ one. People live 
the immanent frame in various ways – some live it as open to something beyond, others as 
closed to the possibility of the transcendental (2007: 539-544). Taylor points at the history of 
intellectual and anticlerical discourses that were important in developing ways of seeing and 
living that are closed to the possibility of the transcendental. What pushes to closure is the 
coming into existence of notions of the good that are intrinsically immanent. In Europe, such 
notions were developed since the 18
th
 century by Enlightenment philosophers who, aided by 
scientific reason, increasingly understood the flourishing of human beings in terms of the 
human good without a necessary relationship to the supernatural order. These philosophers 
perceived Christian notions of the higher good as ‘fanaticism’. Taylor sees in 19th century 
France a case in point, where a movement that was initially anti-clerical turned into a 
rejection of Christianity and later into atheism. In combination with the colossal success of 
modern natural science giving the impression of unlocking all mysteries, intellectuals came to 
see the growth of civilization and modernity as synonymous with the laying out of the 
immanent frame. Religion came to be perceived as undercutting reason and as menacing 
human flourishing with its fanaticism (2007: 546-548). 
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5.1.1. Engagement 1: European Secular ‘Exceptionalism’  
 
In response to Taylor’s work, sociologist Jose Casanova emphasises the major difference 
between the radical secularity of European societies and the faithfulness of the American 
population. Part of Casanova’s work focuses on the construction of European continental 
secularity. The European processes of secularisation that led to contemporary European 
secularities, Casanova argues, took place as a response and reaction to a medieval Latin 
Christian system of classifications of religious and secular realms. Secularity became the 
dominant order, pushing the religious into the margins. As Casanova puts it, “It ends with the 
establishment of the secular immanent frame as the single reality, within which religion and 
spirituality will have to find its place” (2010: 275). The Latin-Catholic path towards secularity 
– in distinction to the Protestant path – takes the form of ‘laicisation’, in which anticlericalism 
plays a central role. The process of laicisation maintains the boundaries between the religious 
and the secular, however, everything religious is pushed into the margins and becomes 
contained, privatised and marginalized (2010: 267-277). This pattern is exemplified by France 
and Spain (in distinction to Ireland and Poland) in which the Catholic church becomes the 
symbolic institution allied with an illegitimate national state – a situation that functions as the 
catalyst of a profound national cleavage between embattled and highly mobilized clerical and 
anti-clerical camps (2009: 215). Casanova posits that on the one hand, this general frame of 
Latin-Catholic secularisation contains a multiplicity of locally historically situated patterns of 
secularity and religiosity in various European regions and nation-states, with obvious 
differences between for example south European countries and former Communist countries 
(2009: 206-207). He argues that: 
 
…in order to understand the significant internal variations in patterns of secularization 
throughout Europe, not only between former East and West Germany, but also among other 
European societies which are similar in many other respects […] it should be obvious that one 
should look less at levels of modernization, which explain very little, and more at historical 
patterns of relations between church, state, nation and civil society (2009: 214). 
 
On the other hand, contemporary European societies remain extremely homogenous regarding 
forms of individual secularity as well as of religiosity. The collective move throughout 
Europe lies in a massive conversion to secularity. This movement is revealed by the decline of 
church attendance and increasing disaffiliation and/or the increase of unbelief, demonstrated 
by the growth in surveys of the categories of ‘no religion’ or ‘atheist’ in comparison with 
categories connoting religious belief and practice (2010: 279-280, 2009: 208).     
 Even if many European countries experienced since the late 1960s secularisation such 
as described above, according to historian Patrick Pasture (2004), few of the so-called new 
religious movements made it on the European content. Pentecostalism is gaining some ground 
in Scandinavia and the UK and since the early 1970s, albeit very slowly, in Catholic Europe. 
In some places in Catholic regions, base ecclesiastical communities thrive. So-called new 
spiritualities (Heelas & Woodhead 2004, Houtman & Aupers 2008) also gained importance 
on the European continent under the influence of a fascination for Eastern religions and yoga. 
Taize – an ecumenical spiritual community in France – became a popular new site of 
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pilgrimage of European youth. A reason why new religious movements did not penetrate 
West-European countries could be, Pasture suggests, the continuing dominance of a very few 
mainline denominations: Catholicism, Lutheranism and Reformed Calvinism. The West-
European religious situation differs from the U.S. situation, where religious diversity is far 
greater and religion much more a personal affair (2004: 110). Moreover, Pasture adds, 
notwithstanding a formal separation of church and state in West European countries, in reality 
the mainline churches remain often dependent on state financial and cultural support. This 
may explain why not much cultural and symbolic space exists for renewals in religious 
traditions and expressions (2004: 111).      
The nation-state of Belgium, one of the European Catholic countries Casanova does 
not address in his 2009 essay, is no exception to the general development of individual 
secularisation. This is revealed by the work of Flemish sociologists Jaak Billiet, Koen Abts 
and Marc Swyngedouw (2013) exploring individual religious participation and identification 
and levels of trust in Catholic authorities in Flanders. Interpreting multiple survey researches, 
they show for example that within ten years (1991-2009) the category of ‘non-religion’ 
increased from 12,3% to 17,3%. Individual church attendance (at least monthly) declined 
from 40% in 1991 to 28% in 2009. Within this category, also the subcategory regular church-
goers (at least twice a month) declined from 25% in 1991 to 10% in 2009. They also 
demonstrate that since 2010, when the media paid a lot of attention to the scandal of Catholic 
priests’ abuse of children, the level of trust in Catholic authorities declined dramatically in 
general, but also among regular church-goers of whom in 2009 75% said that they trust 
Catholic authorities, while in 2011 this figure declined to 39%. Billiet, Abts & Swyngedouw 
conclude that:  
 
[The analysis of the statistics shows that] many Flemish individuals still regard themselves to 
be Catholic or Christian. They illustrate as well that a relatively large group of people in 
Flanders exists who see themselves as part of the Catholic community of believers, but 
without identifying with the structures and authorities of the Church. In short, Catholic 
identity does not cease to exist, however, identification with the Church declines rapidly. This 
is connected to changing notions of priesthood and liturgy. No less than 87% of Flemish who 
call themselves Catholic or Christian feels that priests should be able to get married, while 
81% feels that women should have access to priesthood. Only 5% is opposed to married or 
female priests. Very little support exists for a pure church that follows strictly the traditional 
liturgy and the Vatican’s teachings (2013: 52, translation mine). 
 
Sociologist Karel Dobbelaere (2008) and historian Patrick Pasture (2004) confirm that the 
process of secularisation typically implies conflict for West-European countries with a 
Catholic tradition. Issues of conflict between the Catholic Church and popular culture since 
the 1960s included, according to Pasture, the popular demand vis-à-vis the Catholic Church 
for a change in discourse regarding sexuality, the demand for democratisation, and the 
demand for improvements in the position of women in Church and society (2004: 84-86). 
Pasture suggests that the issue of the position of women may be the most important challenge 
the Catholic Church faced. As he puts it, “The question [of women’s position and 
emancipation] was all the more important because it hit the Church in the heart” (2004: 86). 
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The Belgian history of ‘pillarisation’, as described in chapter 3, is of importance here. 
As mentioned, the historical power struggle between the Liberal and Socialist pillars versus 
the Catholic pillar is one of the fundaments of the coming into being of the Belgian state and 
public sphere as it looks like today. Even today, political disputes and controversies continue 
to be expressed along the traditional pillarised political-social divisions. For current social 
life, however, the pillars are of decreasing importance due to increasing pluralism, individual 
secularisation, the rise of competitive individualism and consumerism. This is especially the 
case for the new generation (Witte, Craybeckx & Meynen 2006). 
Dobbelaere analyses how since the 1960s in the formerly pillarised society of 
Belgium, even within the Catholic pillar, religion became less relevant. From the late 1960s 
and early 1970s on, the leadership of the Catholic pillar – the Catholic political party and 
Catholic civil society – increasingly refers to ‘Christian values’, such as care and solidarity, 
backing them up with the Gospels instead of explicit references to ‘Catholic’. Jaak Billiet and 
Karel Dobbelaere (1976) dubbed this process of reformulating the Christian identity as the 
development of a ‘social-cultural Christianity’. The core philosophy no longer consists of the 
Catholic Church’s strict religious rules. The term ‘Catholic’ became considered to have a 
more restricted appeal and to be more confining than ‘Christian’ (Dobbelaere 2010). Ethical 
issues and feminist and LGB struggles – such as legalisation and/or regulation of abortion, 
euthanasia and same-sex marriages – played since the 1990s until the early 2000s an 
important role in the further individual secularisation of Belgium (Dobbelaere 2008). These 
issues took place as struggles between the Catholic Church, the monarchy and the Catholic 
political party versus Socialist and Liberal political parties leading to the latter’s victories in 
terms of liberalisation of abortion (1990) and the use of drugs and euthanasia (2002), and the 
passing of a law that opens up marriage for same-sex couples (2003). Today, these struggles 
seem to be ingrained in public memory, especially on the part of humanist, liberal and 
socialist politicians and civil society, as struggles for greater freedom and equality and against 
the influence of the Catholic Church and the Catholic political party. This history of 
antagonist relationships between the pillars largely explains anti-Catholic and anti-religious 
sentiments on the part of Liberals and Socialists, even today, which resulted in them being the 
fiercest proponents of headscarf bans.    
While the above is an important and well-known sociologist account of the general 
decline of religious authority in Belgium and Flanders particularly, there are several problems 
with this account and memory of secularisation. For one thing, this account describes the 
process of secularisation and the formation of European secularities as a process on its own. 
Some scholars argue, however, that the secular in Western Europe comes into being and is 
transformed through the ‘Muslim question’ or concerns and anxieties about the ‘Muslim 
other’ (Bracke 2013, Fadil 2011). For example, sociologist Sarah Bracke (2013) argues that 
the process of de-pillarisation of the Dutch society was constituted through Dutch ways of 
reckoning with Islam. The Dutch secular regime structurally transformed through its 
positioning of and relation to Islam, and Dutch ‘multicultural debates’ are central in 
accounting for this process, next to other important cultural shifts, such as the cultural 
revolution of the 1960s. Similar dynamics occur in other European contexts, Bracke suggests, 
pointing at developments in France (Scott 2007) and Belgium (Bracke & Fadil 2009). This 
means that… 
88 
 
…state-regulation of religion and in particular sedimented secular arrangements are currently 
revised and re-articulated. This re-articulation occurs within a conjuncture marked by the 
increasing presence and claims of Muslims within, and of, the West-European nation-state 
(Bracke 2013: 226).    
 
The issue of the ways in which transformations of the secular relate to the postcolonial 
condition and new flows of migration will be dealt with more extensively in the next section. 
Secondly, as already mentioned in the former paragraph through referring to the work of 
historians Bart Latre (2011) and Sien Smit (2011), an important grass-roots movement of 
progressive Christians exists in Flanders since the 1970s of which the Women and Faith 
movement is an example. Movements of progressive Christians took part in many leftist and 
feminist struggles throughout Flanders especially in the 1970s, the 1980s and the 1990s on the 
basis of liberation theology, progressive readings of the Gospels with an emphasis on the fate 
of the poor and feminist theology. They countered the Catholic church and the Christian 
political party arguing for a revolution within the church as well as in society. New 
configurations of Christianity, politics and feminism have thus recently emerged. However, 
this movement of progressive (feminist) Christians is hardly part of contemporary collective 
memory and public debates. The impression of secularisation as a violent process of conflict 
with Catholicism as a homogenous block of conservative politics, civil society and 
individuals, is dominant, notably among politicians, civil society actors and activists of the 
‘Left’. In Flanders, the non-believing viewpoint is therefore at times at the level of 
argumentation and affect linked to a resistance to everything religious. This disappearance 
raises important questions such as: if a movement of progressive Christians and feminist 
Christians existed – and still exists – how did the contemporary conflation of secularity and 
equality/emancipation and religion with tradition and oppression come about? And what are 
the implications of this conflation? My argument is that the near disappearance of progressive 
Christianity from the accounts of secularisation and emancipation serves to keep in place 
dominant understandings of secular-liberal society as facilitating the emancipation of women 
and sexual minorities versus religion – in particular Islam – as backward and oppressive of 
women and sexual minorities. It leads to the unavailability of a religious feminist 
positionality, constructed as a conceptual impossibility (Najmabadi 2008, Sands 2008). This 
near disappearance, I argue, is one of the underexplored factors that currently enables political 
and public polemic against the increasing visibility of Islam in Belgium.  
Opposed to France, Belgium “is not characterized by a unified secular model (laïcité) 
but rather constituted by a constellation of often conflicting ideological perspectives, ranging 
from adherents of the French laïcité principle to Catholic and non-Catholic defenders of the 
public role of religion” (Fadil 2011: 87). The active participation of Catholic organisations in 
Belgian civil society, especially Flanders, is up until today seen as an important hallmark of 
Belgian society. However, as Nadia Fadil points out, in recent years, this heterogenous secular 
model “has undergone a number of transformations and found new points of articulation 
around the increasing public visibility of Muslims, with the headscarf controversy as the most 
concrete illustration” (2011: 87). Fadil explains that the regulation against visible religious 
signs – predominantly targeting the Islamic headscarf – for pupils and teachers, adopted by 
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the board of the public schools of the Flemish community can be seen as an example of the 
transformation of the Belgian secular model. It “signaled a rupture with the prevailing church-
state relations in the educational system, announcing a shift from a bottom-up to a more 
centralist and top-down approach” (2011: 88). According to Sarah Bracke and Nadia Fadil 
(2009), exclusive secularist views play increasingly a role in public debates about religious-
cultural diversity, and are put in opposition to Islam and the religiosity of young Muslim men 
and women. Demands for neutrality are expressed especially in relation to the Islamic 
headscarf at school or at a job as a government functionary. They reduce the headscarf to a 
religious symbol pitted against the ‘neutrality’ of government functionaries or the sameness of 
high school pupils. Secularist views, Bracke and Fadil argue, are put forward as a definite 
ideal that cannot be discussed. At the same time, secularism becomes more and more 
interpreted in terms of the French model of laïcité, which is at odds with the history of 
secularism in Belgium (2009: 93-94). Although Belgium does not have a colonial history in 
regions inhabited predominantly by Muslims, the terms of the debate draw upon the history of 
European colonialist discourses and practices about veiling, in which feminism was 
implicated (Ahmed 1992). In these debates, secularism and secularity are constructed as 
facilitating and enabling the equality of men and women and the emancipation of women and 
sexual minorities – in opposition to religion. This invocation is powerful as it actively relates 
to the above mentioned recent feminist struggles in Belgium – and other West-European 
countries (Aune 2011, Braidotti 2008) – against the influence of religious authorities and 
religious views in the lives of women and LGBTQI’s. 
Belgian formations of the secular can be understood as emerging through moments of 
conflict with the Catholic tradition and today, with the visibility of Islam and Muslim 
minorities. In both conflicts, struggles over women’s bodies are central. At the same time, in 
powerful discourses about secularism and secularity, explicit mention of the term ‘conflict’ is 
often lacking as secularism and the secular figure as universal progress and good for all. The 
narrative about secularism goes as such: the more secular, the more rational, the more 
enlightened or emancipatory or progressive, the more freedom (Jakobsen & Pellegrini 2008). 
 
 
5.1.2. Engagement 2: The Role of (Post)Colonialism 
 
A second and related critique of Taylor’s work about intellectual developments in 18th and 
19
th
 century Europe as well as of common sociologist narratives about secularisation in 
European national contexts is that secularisation is treated as a history and geography that 
stands on its own. However, early European formations of the secular took place in the 18
th
 
and 19
th
 century – a period of increasing European colonisation of non-European regions, 
travels of ‘discovery’ and expansion. Several scholars therefore argue that it is impossible to 
fully understand European trajectories of the secular and patterns of secularisation if the 
crucial significance of the colonial encounter is not taken into account. Ideologies of 
secularism and colonialism are necessarily deeply intertwined. Past and present narratives 
about religious and/or secular trajectories need to be understood both within the context of 
European national colonial histories and contemporary post-colonial situations (Casanova 
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2010, Gole 2010, Mahmood 2010, Zito 2007, Scott 2009). For example, anthropologist Saba 
Mahmood writes as a response to Taylor’s A Secular Age: 
 
Some have argued that the space of ‘Latin Christendom’ is not as homogenous as Taylor 
paints but, more importantly, it is impossible to understand its historical trajectory without 
Christianity’s encounters with its ‘others’. These others are both internal to the geospatial 
boundary of the North Atlantic (Judaism in Europe marked the outer limits of Euro-Christian 
civilization well into the twentieth century) and external as Christianity encountered numerous 
other religious traditions in the course of its missionary and colonizing projects (across Latin 
America, Australia, Africa, Asia, and the Middle East). These encounters did not simply leave 
untouched but transformed it from within, a transformation that should be internal to any self-
understanding of Christianity. Omission of this story is akin to the omission of the history of 
slavery or colonialism from accounts of post-Enlightenment modernity – an omission that 
enables both a progressivist notion of history and normative claims about who is qualified to 
be ‘modern’ or ‘civilized’ (2010: 285-286). 
 
Current West-European constructions of political secularism and epistemological secularity 
likewise cannot be regarded solely as internal processes. West-European secularity is to a 
large extent formed in confrontation and through co-configurations with Islam – the religious 
affiliation of migrant groups with roots in Turkey, North Africa and Asia, considered to be 
historically alien and currently unable to integrate into secular-liberal societies (Asad 2003, 
Roy 2007, Bracke 2013, Bracke & Fadil 2009, Jansen 2006, Scott 2007). In Belgium, as the 
recent history of progressive Christianity described in the former subsection did not become 
part of present-day formulation of secularity, the histories of European colonialism and 
present-day socio-economic inequality between ethnic groups is likewise usually out of the 
picture. Bambi Ceuppens and Sarah de Mul argue that the academic and public debates in 
Flanders about Belgium’s colonial and missionary history in Congo and the current 
multicultural society are usually separated and seen as distinct subjects of discussion and 
inquiry, instead of considering them as thoroughly interconnected. They suggest that this 
disconnection reveals different but related forms of forgetting. It also points at an inability to 
critically rethink the consequences of decolonisation and immigration (2009: 38). Ceuppens 
and de Mul demonstrate that postcolonial Congolese subjects in Belgium, as well as other 
members of immigrant minorities, are dominantly perceived as “strangers who have no 
historical, political or cultural relatedness to collective life in Flanders.” (2009: 38, my 
translation) This means, they conclude, that the illusion of a ethno-nationalist self-image, 
already common during colonial times, can be sustained.    
 While current European formations of secularism and the secular need to be 
considered in relation to European colonialism and imperialism, historically, European 
colonialism, as is also the case for Belgium, has been deeply tied to Christianity and efforts of 
evangelisation and conversion. Interestingly, Ceuppens and de Mul mention that during 
Belgian colonial rule over Congo until its independency (1885-1960), Belgian politicians 
across the political spectrum where convinced of the Belgian duty to ‘civilise’ and evangelise 
the Congolese. Even anti-clerical politicians, such as the Socialist Frans van Acker or the 
Liberal Louis Franck agreed that Catholic missionaries had a crucial role to play in this 
civilization mission (2009: 58). This is an unexpected historical connection between 
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anticlerical politicians and missionary work in the colony that raises the question of how and 
why political-religious alliances can be entirely different in politics dealing with the Congo 
compared to politics at home. The Flemish missionary Placied Tempels reflected upon 
missionary work in the Congo in his not much known book Notre Rencontre: 
 
See, this is a history and a confession. […] I came in 1933 to Africa as an European, as a white 
person in colonized Africa.. and, above all convinced to be the bearer of a divine message. I 
took up the attitude of a white person, a master, of Boula Matari. And the message that God 
trusted me with, inspired me to take up the clerical attitude of a spiritual master, an 
authoritarian doctor, an religious official, a chief or a shepherd in front of a herd that was 
allowed only to listen, obey and remain silent (1962: 36, cited in Ceuppens & de Mul 2009: 
57, translation mine).  
 
Ceuppens and de Mul argue that the European and Belgian colonisers’ attitude towards 
colonial subjects partly explains current dominant attitudes towards immigrant minorities in 
Belgium. King Leopold II justified his colonisation of Congo – he ruled Congo from 1885 to 
1908 as his private property – as a morally necessary struggle against ‘Arab’ slave traders. 
When the explorer Henry Morton Stanley founded a trade post at what is currently Kisangani, 
the African inhabitants of the already existing settlement were predominantly Muslims. 
However, because European colonisers associated Africans with animist religions, they 
regarded African Muslims as not ‘real’ Africans, but at most as ‘Arabised’ Africans with an 
‘inferior and mixed culture’. Similarly, for many people in Flanders today, the combination of 
Flemish and Muslim remains a contradictio in terminis. Islam is considered to be as alien in 
Flanders, as it is in Sub-Saharan Africa (2009: 64-65). Ceuppens and de Mul conclude that in 
postcolonial Flanders,  
 
…race and culture remain the ultimate boundary delineating ‘us’ and ‘them’. The so-called 
traditions of Congolese and other ‘black’ people are considered to be as static and unchanging 
as their skin color, the latter being the external characteristic of the former (2009: 66, my 
translation).  
 
Sarah Bracke and Sarah de Mul (2009) analyse past and present ways in which feminism is 
implicated in Belgian processes of establishing power and domination over colonial subjects 
in Belgian Congo and contemporary ethnic-cultural minorities in Belgium. They reveal a 
number of disturbing parallels between sexual politics in the colony and in the current 
postcolonial multicultural society. First of all, sexual politics play a role in the construction of 
notions of the civilised self versus the uncivilised ethnic, racial, cultural and/or religious 
other. Both in colonial history and in contemporary multicultural Belgium, notions of 
women’s emancipation are deployed in civilisation or assimilation missions. Humanitarian 
points of view about women and their emancipation are used to legitimise, establish and 
reinforce control and dominance on other cultures, partly through defining the so-called 
essence of other cultures (2009: 69-70). Secondly, in the name of the white colonisers’ 
Catholic notions of femininity and the proper role of women, in Belgian Congo policies were 
introduced that proved in the end detrimental for the social-economic status of women, who 
formerly enjoyed a much larger degree of economic independence and social mobility. 
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Catholic missionaries played an important role in the decline of women’s status by providing 
only Congolese boys with education, which led to women having only two options in life – 
that of the married mother at home or the prostitute (2009: 73). Today, while protagonists of 
headscarf bans speak of its benefit for women’s emancipation (2009: 78), in reality it limits 
the educational choices of Muslim girls and women. The popularity of the paradigm of what 
Spivak called ‘white men saving brown women from brown men’ (1988) is an important 
cross-temporal continuity, as well as the neglect of the diversity of women’s voices and 
experiences (2009: 79). Thirdly, white feminists and women’s movements are actors in both 
the shaping of colonial policies regarding Congolese women and the contemporary debates 
about the emancipation of Muslim women. British historian Antoinette Burton dubbed the 
British feminists’ sense of a “special responsibility toward Indian women” in the context of 
first wave feminism and British colonial rule in India “the white woman’s burden” (1990: 
296). However, the relationship between the Belgian colonial administration and policies and 
the Belgian women’s movements deserves much more critical research than it has received so 
far (2009: 81-82). The three parallels pointed at here between sexual politics in Belgian 
Congo and the current multicultural society are by no means unique for the Belgian situation. 
The same kind of continuities exist for many other European countries, as is demonstrated by 
the work of, for example, postcolonial feminist critic Leila Ahmed (1992) regarding the 
British history, and feminist historians Berteke Waaldijk and Maria Grever (2004) regarding 
the Netherlands. Moreover, as the work of An van Raemdonck (2013) shows, these 
continuities currently find expression in transnational and global discourses regarding 
women’s rights, which impact national and local narratives and practices. Neither is the 
decline of women’s political, social and economic status and possibilities due to colonial and 
missionary policies in Belgian Congo unique, as has been shown by postcolonial and feminist 
scholars for other Sub-Saharan regions (Amadiume 1987, Kalu 1994, Dube 1999). However, 
up until today, the impact of Belgian Congo and the post-independence period on, and its 
connections with, past and present narratives of secularisation or Belgian secularity have not 
been extensively researched. While I expect that important connections exist, it remains a 
matter of speculation and an important field for further research on Belgian or Flemish 
formations of the secular.          
 Botswanan feminist postcolonial Biblical scholar Musa Dube describes the work of 
postcolonial feminist scholars as such:  
 
Postcolonial feminists recognize that the mechanisms of subjugating women of the former 
colonies were often engineered through projects that proclaimed themselves as redemptive, 
but which must now be subjected to a decolonizing feminist analysis. In their feminist 
practices or reading and writing, Two-Thirds World women call for the decolonization of 
inherited colonial educational systems, languages, literary canons, reading methods and the 
Christian religion, in order to arrest the colonizing ideology packed in claims of religious 
conversion, Western civilization, modernization, development, democratization, and 
globalization (2002: 115). 
 
Dube sets forth that postcolonial feminisms, while they emerge in various forms, practices 
and locations, display a number of recognisable and similar strategies and concerns in what 
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Dube calls ‘their decolonising and depatriarchalising practices’. First, postcolonial feminists 
necessarily operate within the parameters of past and present international oppressions that 
continue to impact the forms of oppression in their lives. Secondly, they claim that the past 
colonisers’ oppression has exerted its greatest influence on female colonised subjects. Third, 
the practices of postcolonial feminists are accompanied by a willingness to simultaneously 
embrace and confront indigenous cultural and religious worldviews. Fourth, postcolonial 
feminist strategies necessarily confront oppressive aspects in their own indigenous gender 
systems. And finally, Dube points out, postcolonial feminists adopt hybrid means of 
resistance and liberation (2002: 115-117).  
While Dube writes here of the approaches and strategies of feminists in former 
colonised regions, they undoubtedly resonate with some of the feminist practices of members 
of ethnic-cultural minorities in Western Europe, whether these are postcolonial minorities, 
indigenous minorities or migrant communities. For example, the work of Eva Midden (2010) 
with women’s organisations in the Netherlands around issues of feminism and 
multiculturalism demonstrates that ethnic minority women are actively developing multiple 
critiques on specific religious and cultural traditions within their communities as well as 
negative and generalising discourses about their communities. This way, Midden claims, 
“…they tried to navigate between possible harmful (interpretations of) religious/cultural 
traditions and the stereotyping of their community/faith” (2010: 229). Postcolonial feminists 
and feminists belonging to ethnic, cultural and religious minorities in the West, seem to be 
deeply engaged in what scholar of Asian and Middle Eastern Studies Miriam Cooke (2002) 
calls ‘multiple critique’. Cooke argues that Islamic feminists’ specific situation of multiple 
intersecting oppressions and double commitments enables them to express multiple critique: 
“…a multilayered discourse that allows them to engage with and criticise the various 
individuals, institutions and systems that limit and oppress them while making sure that they 
are not caught in their own rhetoric” (Cooke 2000: 100). According to Cooke, multiple 
critique allows Islamic feminists to speak effectively to, with and against several audiences. 
At the same time, it allows for the development and articulation of an effective strategy of 
resistance and engagement. Islamic feminists are not afraid to take on the multiple challenges 
posed to their rights and well-being, even when they feel they must criticize the men with 
whom they share the same religious background and tradition, and while they know that such 
criticism risks being labeled cultural betrayal. They use some of the same strategies men have 
long used in anticolonial struggles: holding the master accountable for the ethical discourse 
that his actions contradict. Some Islamic feminists therefore started studying the same texts 
that men used to oppose and counter the secular West (2000: 107). Moreover, Islamic 
feminists put into question the dominant discourse within the Western feminist academic 
context, which views women’s religiosity and religious feminisms with skepticism. The 
liberal-secular notion that religious and feminist identities are mutually exclusive, is, Cooke 
suggests, emblematic of the ways in which postcolonial women elsewhere have been forced 
to claim space and power through what are generally seen as incompatible, contradictory 
identities and positions. Therefore, the linking of apparently mutually exclusive identities into 
a new complex self-positioning that celebrates multiple belongings can become a radical act 
of subversion  (Cooke 2000: 93).     
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Not only the integration of non-European immigrants and post-colonial subjects, many 
of them Muslims, but also the process of European integration and the eastward expansion of 
the European Union have triggered fundamental questions about national and European 
identities and the role of Christianity in those identities (Casanova 2009). The prospect of 
Turkey joining the European Union generates anxieties with Europeans, Christian and 
secularist alike. According to Casanova: 
  
The paradox and the quandary for modern secular Europeans, who have shed their traditional 
historical Christian identities in a rapid and drastic process of secularization that has coincided 
with the success of European integration, and who therefore identify European modernity with 
secularization, is that they observe with some apprehension the reverse process in Turkey. The 
more ‘modern’, or at least democratic, Turkish politics become, the more publicly Muslim and 
less secularist they also tend to become. In its determination to join the EU, Turkey is 
adamantly staking its claim to be, or its right to become, a fully European country 
economically and politically, while simultaneously fashioning its own model of Muslim 
cultural modernity. It is this very claim to be simultaneously a modern European and a 
culturally Muslim country that baffles European civilizational identity, at a moment when the 
EU is already reeling from a series of compounded economic, geopolitical, administrative, 
fiscal and legitimation crises (2009: 224-225).   
 
 
5.1.3. Engagement 3: European Secularity and Sex/Gender 
 
A third engagement with Taylor’s work, important for this research from the perspective of 
feminist critique, relates to the relationship between the secular and the sexual. In Turkish 
sociologist Nilüfer Göle’s view, the powers of European secularity are not just civilisational – 
in the sense of targeting ethnic, cultural and religious minorities for assimilation – but also 
sexual – in the sense of having a ‘missionary’ message regarding norms of sexuality and 
appropriate relationships between men and women. As Göle puts it,  
  
Western secularity cannot be separated from its claim for a higher form of civilization, its 
impact in shaping and stigmatizing a certain understanding of religion (as backward), its role 
in spreading models of secular governance to different parts of the world, and, last but not 
least, its permeation of material culture in norms of sexuality and private-public distinctions. 
[…] Critiques of European inwardness do not simply suggest a historical genealogy of 
secularity in different historical contexts or stress a plurality of secularisms. Limiting the 
narration of secularity to Latin Christendom dismisses the civilizational powers of Western 
modernity, which are inseparable from sexual and spatial politics. Although Taylor 
acknowledges the importance and correspondence of the disciplinary revolution and 
secularity, he does not link it with the civilizational claim of the West, namely its claim of 
superiority in mundane life, norms of sexuality, and cultural habitus (Göle 2010: 244).  
 
Göle illustrates her argument by looking at Muslim experiences of secularity and focuses on 
headscarf debates and regulations in France and Turkey. She proposes a reading of secularity 
that recognises the interdependence of secularity and Islam and the construction of both 
95 
through close encounters, confrontations and copenetrations. Her analysis of the headscarf 
debates demonstrates the ways in which secularity is debated in civilisational and sexual 
terms – they bring into view the importance of space, materiality, gender and sexuality – the 
implicit disciplinary powers of European secularity (2010: 246-248). The headscarf debates 
and regulations, Göle argues, signify a turning point in French secularism, which became 
refashioned in the confrontation with Muslims and the claim of a number of female Muslim 
pupils to wear a headscarf attending public schools. For the first time, the defense of women’s 
rights and gender equality were constructed as core values of French Republican secularism. 
Moreover, the debates reconfigured the field of feminism in France with feminists split in two 
camps: either of defending or opposing headscarf bans (2010: 251-253). Göle argues that the 
legacy of the sexual revolution in the West since the 1960s is at play here. As other scholars 
have similarly shown, Islamic traditions and women’s veiling bring into view alternative 
notions of self, morality and piousness and defy secular norms of individuality, gender 
equality and sexuality (see e.g. Ahmed 2011, Mahmood 2005). Secular feminists, those who 
are committed to the imperatives of the sexual revolution that came in the wake of the 1968 
movement, carry the discord with Islam at the forefront. Hence, Göle concludes, the secular 
and the religious need to be understood in a process of ongoing mutual transformation (2010: 
264).  
 The work of political and cultural theorist Janet Jakobsen and religious studies scholar 
Ann Pellegrini (2000) critically revisits secularism as a discourse of overcoming violence that 
remains at the same time linked to colonialism and sexism. They argue that the body has a 
pivotal place in the creation of the religion/secularism distinction. Some bodies – such as 
women or homosexuals – just cannot win, no matter whether they are situated within religion 
or secularism (2000: 2). Secularism seems to create hierarchies of dominations, Jakobsen and 
Pellegrini argue, such as a hierarchy of gender versus colonial subordination. As a discourse 
of overcoming, secularism can moreover serve to obscure specific instances of sexism while 
at the same time fighting others: 
 
Secularism is supposed to address not only irrational religious violence, but also the violence 
of sexism. Sexism has a special place in the relations of domination that accompany 
modernity. Traditional forms of sexism are the identifiable evil within traditional systems of 
values that secularism is supposed to overcome. A focus on overcoming gender subordination 
can thus serve to legitimate other dominations, including those of colonialism. Moreover, the 
secular discourse of overcoming can work not only to reinforce other forms of oppression, but 
also to obscure specifically secular forms of sexism. This does not mean that certain forms of 
secularism cannot be deployed to fight given instances of sexism effectively. It does, however, 
mean that secularism can ground its own form of sexism, even as it is deployed against ‘other’ 
forms (2000: 20). 
 
It is precisely this contradictory set of effects of secularism that makes issues of gender and 
secularism so complicated. In short, secularism can have effects that simultaneously resist and 
extend sexism and colonialism (2000: 20).           
 Sociologist Sarah Bracke and anthropologist Nadia Fadil (2009) likewise consider the 
sexual powers of secularity in the context of Flanders. The authors point at the ways in which 
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exclusive secularist views play a role in current public debates about religious-cultural 
diversity, which are put in opposition to Islam and the religiosity of young Muslim men and 
women. They pose questions regarding this shifting meaning of the term ‘secularism’, and 
argue that the term secularism came to refer less to a notion of equal treatment and started to 
increasingly emphasise the need to ward off the public sphere from religion. Effectively, this 
shifting of meaning creates space for the reinforcement of the dominant culture. What is 
targeted is not so much Christian traditions, but Islam. The logic of the civilisation mission, 
Bracke and Fadil suggest, might be at work here, which separates Islam from the symbolic 
and material reality of Flanders, Belgium and Europe. New notions of neutrality and 
secularism are then deployed to sustain this logic (2009: 104-105).   
 While the above discussion related to the ‘sexual powers’ of secularism and the 
secular, sexual powers are also deeply intertwined with religious power. In public and 
feminist debates about religion, secularity, cultural diversity and women’s emancipation and 
rights, issues around women’s bodies – such as sexuality and sartorial practices – seem to be 
important foci of attention. Religion and secularity both make claims about and upon 
women’s bodies (Göle 2011, Longman 2014). Nilüfer Göle sees an explanation for the focus 
on women’s bodies in the differences between religious and secular female embodiment and 
the historical and moral values allotted to these two categories. She refers to the history of 
second-wave feminism in West-European countries in which part of the struggle for women’s 
emancipation revolved around issues of women’s bodies, such as the claims for reproductive 
rights and freedom of choice and the struggle against sexual violence (2011: 147-148). These 
issues were fought for through the political strategy of making women’s bodies and sexuality 
visible. The articulation of feminist messages and demands were literally written on women’s 
bodies during, for example, feminist demonstrations for decriminalisation and regulation of 
abortion taken into the streets by the Dutch and Flemish action groups Dolle Mina (Smit 
2006). Today, we see this strategy recur in the actions of the feminist protest group Femen in 
different European cities (Longman 2014). According to Göle, feminism did not only 
challenge and change the relationship between men and women, but also women’s 
relationship to their own bodies. It meant a secularisation of both relationships as it broke 
through a number of religious discourses and practices regarding female embodiment. Current 
Western secular ideals regard the female body mainly as an esthetic symbol as well as project 
and location of freedom of choice. The female body became the focal point of a cult of moral 
and sexual freedom embedded in a neoliberal context (2011: 148). Sarah Bracke defines one 
of the main characteristics of the neoliberal spirit as the inclination to situate power and 
emancipation at the level of the individual body alone, at the expense of visions that deal with 
the reality of structural power differences (2002: 211-226). In contrast to this secular ideal, 
which coincides with the neoliberal spirit, stands, according to Göle, the religious female 
body that follows religious dogma’s, rituals and/or sartorial prescriptions and imposes a 
certain degree of moral control over the own sexual desires. From the point of view of secular 
feminists, religious female embodiment propagates problematic elements such as invisibility 
and abstraction. However, Göle suggests, we could also regard female religious practice and 
subjectivity as a critique of.. 
 
97 
…the extreme logic of the emancipation of women that is based on the body alone. [T]hus 
[religion in general and women’s religious practices, such as veiling, in particular] privilege a 
certain dose of humility over the secular, all-powerful will of the modern subject. But once 
again, as a marker of the values of modesty or pride, of submission or emancipation, it is the 
woman’s body that is at the heart of the power relationships and the woman question (2011: 
148). 
 
Against the background of these historical discursive developments, Nadia Fadil argues that 
the uncovered and sexually liberated female body is today in Western liberal-democratic 
societies considered to be the natural, non-affected and free female body (2011: 83-109). 
Feminist debates about individual rights, agency and autonomy often perceive the secular 
society as obviously providing more space for ‘natural’ female bodies, and religious traditions 
as spaces inhabited by specific, affected and non-free female bodies. This notion of the 
‘natural’ female body can be traced to the interrelated histories of Western Christianity, 
Enlightenment thinking, colonialism and imperialism, and feminism. It then appears as a 
historically determined instead of universal and natural given. Religious Studies scholar 
Angela Zito (2007) demonstrates how the notion of the ‘natural’ female body shifted and 
transformed in the context of Western missionary and colonialism in China during the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century. Zito investigates the site of British missionaries’ 
struggle against the cultural practice of foot binding and the assumptions underlying their 
writings and campaigns. She also looks at secular British biomedical anti-footbinding 
language. Both Victorian-era missionaries and scientists perceived footbinding to be 
‘unnatural’, leading to a ‘hideous deformation’, and as harmful to women’s bodies and lives. 
A cross-fertilisation of religious and scientific discourses that both rejected this historically 
and culturally situated embodied practice enabled the idea of the ‘natural’ body, as well as 
writing about and campaigning against foot binding. Thus, the construction of a free, non-
affected and painless body as ‘natural’ was partly constituted in the context of colonial power 
relations. Zito writes: 
 
In both the realms of Evangelical religion and biological science, our English protagonists 
created powerful narrative and practical techniques for making cultural process disappear into 
nature, and thus to rechannel agency, making it available for new projects. Especially 
noteworthy is that, in terms of its reified distance from the imagined person “inside”, the gap 
was surprisingly small between a body that belonged to God and body that belonged to 
science. Such was the formation that faced the Chinese reforming elite: a hybrid of religion 
and science, hiding its religious component. […] In these various and contradictory 
engagements the secular and the religious informed and reinforced one another, as the hinge 
that opened the door upon a modernity enabled by precisely their connection. Universal 
human rights discourse – and its “body” of rights – something usually imagined as emerging 
out of a secular turn, in fact, may never have left the religious fully behind. This lingering 
connection might even be a source of its moral force. However, we must ask ourselves just 
how this complicates appeals to something that is not at all necessarily “universal”, depending 
as it does on historically quite limited notions of the “human” (2007: 19-20). 
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According to Göle, secular-minded feminists often think of themselves as liberated and 
modern first of all at the level of their body, for example when it comes to choices in the field 
of clothing, lifestyle and sexuality (2011: 109-110). It is often forgotten that individual female 
bodies are structured and constructed within all sorts of frameworks – such as feminist, 
religious, secular, cultural and ethnic discourses – but at the same time actively contribute to 
their coming into existence. It is an illusion to perceive Western bodies as free of cultural and 
societal impact. Also the fact that the priorities of religious feminists are often situated not or 
not exclusively in the field of female embodiment is too often not acknowledged and valued 
by secular-minded feminists.         
 
 
5.2. Exploring European Secularity and the Role of Feminist Critique  
 
This section will pick up where the former section ended with the role of sex/gender in 
current dominant European constructions of secularity. From here I will further explore the 
literature on the role of feminism – both as a critical perspective and as women’s movements 
– in European constructions and understandings of secularity and religion. Exploring the 
relationship between secularity and feminism will provide me with a background against 
which current feminist discourses and practices can be situated and analysed. Again, I focus 
in particular on West-Europe, and where literature is available, I bring in reflections from the 
Belgian context.    
Second wave feminism of the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s is often described as secular or 
even antireligious. Second wave feminist thinkers and activist indeed denounced traditional 
discourses about femininity. Their critique of the teachings of religious authorities about 
women’s proper social role and duties is considered to be of major importance for 
emancipatory thinking and political practice. As Longman (2002: 81-82) puts it, contrary to 
the first feminist wave, the second feminist wave emerged during and was fed by a climate in 
which various traditional authorities were questioned, including religious authorities. At the 
ideological level, many feminists perceived religion as one of many elements of patriarchy 
that contributed to the subordination of women. Next to other institutions and ideological 
systems, religion came to be seen as a ‘cultural product’ invented, sustained and dominated by 
men, and therefore in need of eradication. Longman quotes French feminist philosopher 
Simone de Beauvoir as illustrative of second wave feminist rendering of religion: 
  
Legislators, priests, philosophers, writers and scholars have all zealously and stubbornly set 
out to prove that the subordinate position of women was the will of heaven and brought along 
advantages on earth. In the religions, thought up by men, this will to conquer is reflected; men 
have crafted their weapons against women drawing from the legends about Eve and Pandora. 
They have used philosophy and theology to their own ends as is attested in quotes from 
Aristotle and Thomas of Aquinas (de Beauvoir 1976 [1949]: 18, translated by Longman 2002: 
81 from Dutch).  
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Second wave feminism in Western-Europe resisted the power of male Christian authorities – 
both Protestant and Catholic – in dictating religious convictions and practices and the social 
relationships that should be part of it. Continental philosopher Rosi Braidotti links the second 
wave feminist struggles directly to the Enlightenment critique of religion that emphasises 
autonomy, tolerance and reason as the conditions of human liberation of authoritarianism and 
clerical power. She writes: 
    
The bulk of European feminism is justified in claiming to be secular in the structural and 
historical sense of the term. Like other emancipatory philosophies and political practices, the 
feminist struggle for women’s rights in Europe has historically produced an agnostic, if not 
downright atheist position. Historically, it descends from the Enlightenment critique of 
religious dogma and clerical authority. […] As the secular and rebellious daughters of the 
Enlightenment, feminists were raised on rational argumentation and detached self-irony. The 
feminist believe system is accordingly civic, not theistic, and is viscerally opposed to 
authoritarianism and orthodoxy (2008: 3). 
 
In her 2008 article, Braidotti aims to map the intersection between feminism and the 
‘postcolonial condition’. She starts by revealing some of her implicit assumptions about the 
feminist project, such as European feminism’s secularity, or even anti-religiousness. European 
continental feminist legacy, according to Braidotti, produced two core notions when it comes 
to religion and secularity. The first is ‘high secularism’, which denotes the historical 
consolidated consensus about the necessity of the separation of church and state at the level of 
moral values and religious-spiritual beliefs, norms and practices. The second concerns a 
deeply rooted form of anticlericalism. An important characteristic of European feminist 
secularism, Braidotti argues, is the critique of Christianity, notably regarding the dogmas and 
patriarchal attitude and structure of the Catholic Church (2008: 3-4).  
British sociologist Kristin Aune concurs and argues that second wave feminism up 
until today allows women to take a critical distance vis-à-vis patriarchal expressions of 
religion and to ask questions regarding discourses on femininity and male and female social 
roles (2011: 46-47). In the introduction to the book Women and Religion in the West: 
Challenging Secularization, editors Kristin Aune, Sonya Sharma and Giselle Vincett mention 
the significance of the 1960s rise of the feminist movement to women and secularisation in 
the Western world. Many second wave feminists rejected traditional religions and religiosity 
as irredeemingly patriarchal. At the same time, however, first wave feminists, many of whom 
have a Christian background, paved the way for future feminist theologians who would start 
critiquing the marginalisation of women associated with patriarchal Christianity (Aune, 
Sharma & Vincett 2008). 
Feminist critique historically contributed to the process of secularisation in Western-
Europe by concurring in the loss of authority of the church in defining the proper role of 
women. Historian Callum Brown, in his path-breaking work on Christianity, gender and 
secularization in Britain, argues: 
 
By the 1970s, feminism was clearly an important factor in the continued changes to women’s 
lives and identities in Britain. Some women became alienated from organized Christianity as a 
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result of their involvement in the women’s movement, but the far greater impact was to put 
many women off from joining churches (2001: 227). 
 
Although Brown’s work is not without its critics, it highlights the importance of women’s 
disafiliation from traditional religions and religiosity to understanding patterns of religiosity 
and secularisation in West-European countries. The fact that women are disaffiliating in 
significant numbers is increasingly considered by sociologists and historians as a key cause of 
secularisation (Aune, Sharma & Vincett 2008, Woodhead 2008).  
So, women’s church-going has since the end of the 1960s decreased due to feminism, 
but also to the process of individual secularisation (a decline in traditional religious affiliation, 
attendance and belief) more generally. Factors such as women’s emancipation and 
participation in the public sphere, increasing diversity of family life and women’s sexual 
lives, contributed to women’s secularisation, as they make women fit less and less well with 
Christian ideals of heterosexual marriage and traditional patriarchal gender roles (Brown 
2011, Aune, Sharma & Vincett 2008, Woodhead 2008, Aune 2008a). Research by Aune 
(2008b) and Sharma (2008) attest that also today, some women decide to leave British 
Evangelical and mainline Canadian Protestant churches because of inequality in gender 
identities and roles and perceptions of young men’s and young women’s sexual practices and 
as a resistance to their marginalisation. According to Marler (2008), constructions of 
femininity and female religiosity explain why some women remain connected to churches, 
while at the same time other women started experimenting with spirituality outside of the 
church. As Aune puts it: “Thus feminism, in providing a discourse of femininity that 
challenged traditional religion, helped lead women away from it” (2011: 48). In her survey-
research among feminists in Britain, Aune finds that also today, feminism matters when it 
comes to positioning vis-à-vis religion. Many feminists tend to support individual religiosity 
and spirituality over institutional religion and commitments to traditional faith communities. 
Aune explains the low support for traditional religion amongst the survey respondents as 
such: 
 
First, as predominantly younger people they inhabit an increasingly secularized environment 
and are less likely to have been socialized into a religion than their parents and grandparents. 
Second, as feminists, they are unlikely to endorse the traditional gender roles favoured by 
religions, and unlikely to be located in the groups of women who are still religiously affiliated: 
those in heterosexual marriages, with children and looking after the home rather than working 
full-time. Their lives will probably, in one way or another, have deviated from religious 
discourses of femininity, and thus there is no ‘natural fit’ between them and traditional 
religion. To take just one example, the proportion of them who are not heterosexual is high, at 
40 per cent; it is unlikely that these people would find a comfortable home in traditional 
religious groups (Aune 2011: 49).  
 
Historian Patrick Pasture (2004) similarly mentions the impact of the feminist movement and 
of developments in popular culture on the process of secularisation in several Catholic 
European countries since the 1960s. Traditional gender roles were undermined, which 
included work outside of the home becoming an ideal for women’s self-expression and 
development, and the abandonment of piety as part of proper female identity. Importantly, the 
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discriminations women suffer in most Christian denominations – in particular the denial of the 
right to be ordained – were increasingly perceived to be morally unjust. For Catholics, the 
expectations raised by Vatican II and the spirit of time could not be met (2004: 86). Pasture 
points at the issue of sexuality separately as another challenge the Catholic Church faces. 
However, I believe they should be evaluated together, as feminist critique and the women’s 
movement targeted Christian discourses regarding women’s sexuality, introduced new and 
emancipatory notions of women’s sexuality as centred upon individual self-expression and 
freedom of choice and life style and argued for women’s reproductive rights and access to 
contraception and abortion. When it comes to the issue of sexuality as a challenge for the 
Catholic Church, Pasture argues: 
 
Rejecting sexuality not oriented towards procreation, with the invention and popularization of 
new ways of contraception, in particular the Pill, the churches faced a tremendous challenge. 
Catholicism especially suffered much from the tension that arose between its strict rules and 
the practice of the people, particularly since Rome appeared to loosen the reins after Vatican 
II. Hence, the condemnation of contraception in Humanae vitae (1968) provoked widespread 
protest; according to many, it turned out close to a watershed for the Catholic Church. 
Sexuality, however, was just one element of a much broader short circuit between the 
demands of the churches on the one hand and the popular culture on the other hand, even if 
Catholicism since the second Vatican council had already considerably modified its attitude 
towards modern lifestyles. Incidentally, these adaptations gave way to rising expectations, and 
thus they never went far enough (Pasture 2004: 85).  
  
Longman (2002) adds that the increase of freedom in the realm of sexuality since the 1960s 
became contrasted to a recent past of sexual ‘repression’ and strict morality that was largely 
ascribed to the hold of Christian ideology and institutional control. The issue of sexuality 
became central in the agendas of socialist feminisms of the early 1970s (2002: 82). Pasture’s 
argument is close to the analysis made by sociologist Linda Woodhead. In her essay Sex and 
Secularization (2007) she explores the reasons and background for the importance and 
controversy of sex in modern Christian churches. Woodhead argues that the heightened 
concern of modern churches (Protestant and Catholic churches in the US and the UK) with 
sexual regulation in general, and female sexuality in particular, may have served as a 
significant factor in their recent decline. Since the 1960s, mainstream culture increasingly 
emphasises subjective life and individual emancipation, which has involved, Woodhead 
claims, a widespread rejection of attempts by external authorities to impose order on sexual 
life. In this context, the churches’ stance on sexuality alienated large numbers of Christians, 
who started to find individual desires more trustworthy than the imperatives of external 
obligation and authority. As Woodhead puts it, “In the West at least, “sexualization” may be 
an important factor in secularization” (2007: 230). Woodhead explores in more detail what 
she calls the ‘subjective turn’ came to reject as repressive authority and what it elevates as 
authoritative in its place. The cultural changes that emerged from the rebellion of the 1960s 
directly contradicted church teachings, both Protestant and Catholic. This contradiction 
became more evident as many churches, including the Catholic Church, began to reiterate and 
even intensify their defense of a traditional sexual ethics during the course of the twentieth 
century. As the emphasis on subjective life and individual emotions was linked to the 
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approach to sexuality, the churches’ stance alienated many who identified with the causes of 
the sexual revolution. Issues of gender and sex were connected here, particularly for women, 
as Christian teachings traditionally associated women with lack of sexual desire (2007: 239-
240). According to Woodhead, 
 
…the quest for “authentic selfhood” would therefore also involve a “sexual liberation” in 
which a woman admits to and acts upon her own sexual desires, rather than allowing these 
desires to be shaped or suppressed by the roles to which she is expected to conform. For both 
men and women, it would also involve a new freedom of choice about when, how and with 
whom sex is performed (depending on what “feels right”), and a lessening of the pressures to 
confine sex to the boundaries of heterosexual marriage (2007: 241). 
 
Woodhead refers to the unpublished M.A. dissertation by Mary Beatham, who interviewed 
British elderly Catholic churchgoing women about their perception on the changes in 
Catholicism since Vatican II. These women are churchgoers, and were shaped and formed by 
the identification of womanhood with care work for the family and the church community. All 
of them show a deep awareness of the changes that shaped their daughters’ lives in different 
ways to their own, and also of the importance of changing sexual attitudes and behaviors in 
this shift. They do not doubt that it is the complex of gender and sex issues which have led 
their daughters’ generation to distance themselves from church (2007: 242). Finally, 
Woodhead goes as far as to conclude that “.. the future of Christianity – in terms of its internal 
profile, its overall numbers, and its geographical spread – is likely to be determined in large 
part by issues of sex and gender” (2007: 244). 
Religious studies scholar Tiina Mahlamaki (2012) explores the ways in which second 
wave feminist texts and research join in the discourses of atheist writers. Both articulate, 
according to Mahlamaki, that religious traditions have in many ways legitimated the 
oppression and discrimination of women and both see religious and cultural traditions and 
practices as harmful to women. Both point out that the norms which restrict women’s lives 
concern first and foremost sexuality. Mahlamaki argues that both atheist writers and feminist 
scholars and activists often bypass the multidimensionality of religious traditions. Precisely at 
this point they share a common attitude, that is one of, as the author puts it, 
  
…an inability to discern between different levels and dimensions of religion and religiosity. 
They focus merely on levels of institutions, interpretations of the elite, and on holy scriptures 
and dogmas. As a result, the lived, everyday religion and interpretations and experiences of 
ordinary people are left out (2012: 63).  
 
Unfortunately, not much research has been done so far on the relationship between feminism 
and atheism (Mahlamaki 2012: 62). An exception is for example the work of Christine 
Overall, who examines in an 2006 article the arguments of feminists who critique religion and 
theism. She does so by drawing on the writings of feminist philosophers and theologians since 
the 1960s and is concerned primarily by feminist critique regarding the monotheistic religions 
of Christianity, Judaism and Islam. Overall poses the question whether there are distinctively 
feminist arguments in favor of atheism (2006: 233-234). Throughout her article, Overall 
presents and evaluates what she distinguishes as five main feminist approaches to religion and 
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theism and the ways in which they contribute to the standpoint of atheism. The first argument 
is derived from the observation that monotheistic religions harm women. Here, feminist 
philosophers and theologians have been highly critical regarding monotheistic religions’ 
concept of women and the status and roles attributed to them. Stereotyping and repression of 
women, and their exclusion from the sphere of theology, are regarded to be the epiphenomena 
of a more fundamental characteristic of monotheistic religions – that is the image of a male 
God, a view of God as a divine patriarch. This perspective reveals that domination by men 
and subordination of women are not marginal phenomena, but integral parts of what has been 
received as mainstream, normative traditions (2006: 235-236). The second approach is 
feminist philosophers and theologians’ reconstructions of the concept of God. These scholars 
have reacted to the feminist critiques of monotheistic religions and its patriarchal God by 
attempting to reconstruct God. They argue that the patriarchal concept of God is both ethically 
objectionable and theologically inadequate. The injustice suffered by women can and should 
be obviated by means of non-oppressive concepts of the divine, which means that existing 
religions need to be reinvented or need to be abolished in order to create new ones (2006: 
237-239). The third approach is what Overall calls ‘feminist moral arguments against theism’. 
This means that feminist atheists argue that ethical standards are independent of God’s will or 
theology. They posit that we do not need God to endorse or inspire activism, the belief in 
women’s equal personhood is justified on nontheistic ground. Fourth, feminist philosophers 
and theologians furthermore downplay the role of beliefs within religion. They emphasise the 
value of other important aspects of religions in women’s lives, such as religious experience, 
rituals, practices and embodied celebration. Some others are atheist in the ‘negative sense’, 
which means that they do not believe in God as a personal creator, but for example, adopt a 
pantheist perspective and a positive attitude towards spirituality (2006: 242-246). To conclude 
her essay, Overall evaluates the different feminist approaches to religion and theism and 
argues that the first and the third are convincing and consistent arguments, while the second 
and the fourth are not. As she endorses what she calls a ‘positive atheism’, in the sense of a 
belief that there is no God, she concludes that the first and the third approach are helpful for 
feminists to argue for atheism (2006: 248). As she puts it, 
 
Is there a pragmatic loss for feminists if they do not believe in the monotheistic God? I would 
say not, since the liberatory effects of the independence and self-confidence that feminism 
offers are more powerful than the anomie that may be created by losing the belief. Moreover, 
it cannot be good for members of a subordinated group to hold onto a view of reality that the 
evidence strongly indicates is false (2006: 245). 
 
Feminist theologian Anne-Claire Mulder (2002) argues that the idea of the incompatibility of 
feminism and religion should be sought in the combination of Enlightenment critique of 
religion in general with feminist ideology critique more specifically. The history of European 
feminism shows that feminist and Enlightenment thinkers share many values and claims vis-
à-vis traditional notions of authority, politics and religion, starting from the ideas of indidivual 
autonomy and self-determination. Central in feminist anti-religious attitudes is not so much 
the supposed irrationality of religion, but rather, according to Mulder, the idea that believing 
in God means submitting oneself to an absolute authority that exists outside or above the self 
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– to a God who speaks an unchanging and fixed truth. As she puts it, “[i]t is essentially about 
the truth claims of religious statements” (2002: 51). This feminist positioning regarding 
religion is, however, overtaken by two parallel developments. Feminist critiques regarding 
notions of the subject as reasonable and autonomous have led to formulating understandings 
of the subject as constructed within cultural systems that are shaped by power and 
mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion (2002: 51). Second, developments within theology 
and religious studies have led to understandings of truth claims as historically, socially and 
culturally situated, and to a shifting focus from religious content to studying the functions and 
effects of religious stories and worldviews in individual lives and for groups of people (2002: 
51-53). In order to have fruitful feminist discussions across different religious and secular 
worldviews its is necessary, Mulder concludes, to recognise the open and pluriform character 
of religious traditions, as this recognition “enables listening to stories about the ways in which 
a woman creates space for herself within her tradition” (2002: 54, translation mine).   
   
 
5.3. Feminist Deconstructions of Narratives about Secularity   
 
The above section explored how feminist thinking and practice historically contributed to 
processes of secularisation through women’s increasing critical stance vis-à-vis traditional 
religions and women’s church disaffiliation. Today, however, feminist critique increasingly 
focuses upon dominant understandings of secularism and secularity as they are considered to 
exclude religious communities and ethnic-religious minorities from participation in public 
debates and public life on their own terms. Secularity is critically analysed from a range of 
disciplinary fields and perspectives, such as philosophy, religious studies, theology, history 
and social sciences. In this section, I look at the ways in which a number of feminist scholars 
started to critically deconstruct authoritative narratives on secularity. I argue that these 
feminist critical deconstructions demonstrate that while secularism and secularity can be 
emancipatory in some historical and cultural contexts, they can function in oppressive ways in 
other contexts.     
 Janet Jakobsen and Ann Pellegrini (2008) demonstrate how the narratives on 
secularism and secularity as facilitating women’s emancipation could become so powerful 
that they are taken for granted and often remain unchallenged. They approach secularism as a 
discursive formation and focus on dominant narratives about secularism. Traditional 
secularisation theories connect notions such as modernity, rationality and universalism in a 
linear progress narrative that has not only descriptive but also moral implications. This 
progress narrative has been criticized, nuanced and challenged (Aune, Sharma & Vincett 
2008) but still dominates in education and public debates. It contains a number of assumptions 
that contribute to its moral and political power. I group the assumptions distinguished by 
Jakobsen and Pellegrini as five separate issues: 
1. Rationalization and Enlightenment – secularisation occurs when social systems 
become increasingly rational, which implies independence from religious dogma and 
the enhancement of reason. The free pursuit of reason historically resulted in the 
European Enlightenment as the rise of new ways of producing knowledge. 
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2. Social-structural differentiation and privatisation – new ways of knowledge production 
provide the possibility of differentiating specific tasks into different and autonomous 
sections of society. For example, the functions of the church and the state can be 
separated into the different realms of religion and politics. In the modern and secular 
world, religion is contained in the private sphere of the family and personal belief.  
3. Freedom – is both a descriptive and a moral term. Rationalisation is tied to the idea of 
freedom, in the sense of freedom from religious dogmas and authority, as well as to 
concepts of emancipation and liberation. Rationalisation and autonomy became the 
basis of freedom from religion, emancipation and liberation. This freedom produces 
when operating in the public sphere the possibility of democracy. 
4. Universalism – the European Enlightenment produced forms of reason that are 
universally valid, in opposition to the specific claims of religious traditions. 
Independent reason then makes possible the settlement of political and social 
disagreements through reasoned debate rather than through enforced belief.  
5. Modernisation and progress – all these aspects combined lead to the modern era that is 
characterised by progress in comparison to the past (Jakobsen & Pellegrini 2008: 5-6).   
By revealing the basic assumptions that underline dominant narratives about secularism and 
secularity, Jakobsen and Pellegrini intend to intervene in moral arguments used to legitimise 
the exercise of modern secular power (2008: 7). They demonstrate that the discursive 
coupling of secularity with freedom and emancipation is embedded in a broader celebrative 
narrative about secularisation, Enlightenment, the separation of church and state, 
rationalisation, autonomy, modernisation and peace. Discussing multiple secularisms opens 
up spaces for imagining other possible narratives. The authors argue for a critical openness to 
both secular and religious discourses, which will open a field of possibility towards the 
creation of narratives for a different future (2008: 27-28). 
 Feminist historian Joan Scott proves that a critical historical perspective on the 
connections between secularity and emancipation is revealing here. In a 2009 paper, Scott 
addresses the theme of secularism and gender equality. She criticizes grand claims about the 
superiority of secularism to religion and argues that there is no necessary connection between 
secularism and gender equality. She moreover argues that the promise of secularism – 
equality – has always been troubled by sexual difference (2009: 3).  
Scott problematises the dominant understanding of secularism as the historical 
framework in which progress and emancipation took place as a too rosy picture. Analysing 
the history of the French Revolution, she demonstrates that the Revolution did not 
automatically and without feminist struggle lead to a notion and application of women’s equal 
rights. It was only through feminist struggle that women obtained suffrage. The early French 
revolutionists denied women the right to vote as they perceived women to be too emotional 
and too much influenced by Catholic authorities and thereby incompetent for suffrage (2009: 
4). Echoing the work of Talal Asad, Scott posits that secularity is not singular regarding its 
historical origin, nor stable regarding its historical identity. Secularism functions through a 
series of particular oppositions, such as the political versus the religious, and the public sphere 
versus the private sphere. And above all, Scott adds here, through the opposition between 
reason and sex. Women’s biology came to represent sexual difference, which was connected 
to irrationality and emotionality, constructed in opposition to the normative ratio of men. 
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Ideally, secularism confines passion to the sphere, which enables reasonable conversation and 
discussion in the realms of the public and the political. Scott further explores this normative 
link between religion and sex, 
 
…because secularization in the Christian lands of the West proceeds by defining religion as a 
matter of private consciousness, just as (in the sense of both similarly to and at the same time 
as) it privatizes matters familial and sexual. When reason becomes the defining attribute of the 
citizen and when abstraction enables the interchangeability of one individual citizen for 
another, passion gets assigned not just to the marital bed (or the chambers of the courtesan), 
but to the sexualized body of the woman. So it is that domestic harmony and public disorder 
are figured in female form; the “angel in the house” and the unruly “pétroleuse” are two sides 
of the same coin. Masculinity is confirmed in opposition to both of these representations: men 
are the public face of the family and the reasoning arbiters of the realm of the political. Their 
existence as sexual beings is at once secured in relation to women and displaced on them. The 
public/private demarcation so crucial to the religious/secular divide rests on a vision of sexual 
difference that legitimizes the political and social inequality of women and men (2009: 3-4). 
 
Scott elaborates that in the process of secularisation in the West, which took place in times of 
the so-called feminisation of religion, women became associated with religion and religious 
belief. Revolutionary leaders perceived feminine religiosity as a force that threatened to 
disrupt or undermine rational politics. Similar to feminine sexuality, it was considered to be 
excessive, transgressive and dangerous. The danger of feminine sexuality was not anymore 
taken as a religious phenomenon, but instead as a natural one. Nature became conceived as an 
essence that could be inferred from all living beings, including human beings. Nature 
provided human beings with inherent characteristics, determined by sex. This explains why 
major political theorists from the seventeenth century on assumed political actors to be men 
only. The point Scott intends to underline is the historical fact that at the originary moments 
of European secularism (in democratic or republican forms), but also later on throughout 
history, women were not considered men’s political equals (2009: 4-5).    
 Research by historians Jan Art and Thomas Buerman confirms that in Belgium, the 
same arguments were used against women’s right to vote by the anticlerical movement in 
Flanders (2007: 27-29). Feminist historian Julie Carlier writes that not only liberal politicians 
but also the Catholic ones assumed the female vote to be a clerical one. This assumption and 
the fear of the clerical and conservative vote of women even paralysed part of the independent 
women’s movement up until the early twentieth century. She writes that: 
 
…from the 1890s onwards the conservative Catholics in power had started to suggest that, in 
spite of their clear anti-feminist stance, they would demand women’s universal suffrage as 
compensation if ever universal male suffrage were to be granted, for the female vote was 
considered to be a clerical one, especially since girls’ education was largely monopolised by 
the Catholic Church. This led to a paradoxical situation where liberals viciously opposed 
women’s enfranchisement, and socialists – in contradiction with their own program – deferred 
this claim, whereas the Catholics would increasingly use women’s political rights as a threat 
against the democratisation of the male vote. Thus women’s suffrage became caught up in the 
electoral interests of party politics and, as in the French case, was blocked by the 
anticlericalism of liberals and socialists (Carlier 2010a: 513).     
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Whereas Carlier speaks of a ‘paradoxical situation’, Scott wouldn’t agree and takes the 
argument further. She suggests that it is not at all clear that referring to secularism is a 
sufficient historical explanation for the increased acceptance in some Western countries of 
more open and flexible kinds of sexual relations. We need to write complex stories that 
disrupt the narrative that ties secularisation inevitably to women’s emancipation and sexual 
liberation. Scott argues for the need to expose as of very recent origin the narrative that 
assumes sexual emancipation to be the product of secularism and as located in a particular 
historical context of heated discussions about the relationships between ‘Islam’ and ‘the 
West’ (2009: 6).  
 Feminist theorists increasingly focus upon secularity as a discourse embedded in 
political and social power relations. They criticise mechanisms of exclusion produced by 
current narratives about secularity in current debates about integration, ethnic-cultural 
differences and women’s emancipation. They posit that thinking in terms of the binary 
categories of religion and secular has detrimental effects in current Western multicultural 
societies. Discourses based on rigid and hierarchical distinctions between religion and the 
secular are, according to philosopher Judith Butler (2008) and historian Joan Scott (2007), 
complicit in the discrimination, exclusion and marginalisation of religious communities. In 
this context, Scott calls for a complex and nuanced approach to the two supposedly 
antithetical concepts of the religious and the secular: 
 
Such an approach not only offers greater insight on both sides of the divide, but calls into 
question the divide itself, revealing its conceptual interdependence and the political work that 
does. This then opens the way to thinking differently not only about others and about 
ourselves, but to the nature of the relationship between us – the one that exists and the 
alternative one we may want to construct (2009: 12-13).    
 
In an 2008 article, philosopher Judith Butler focuses on how secular conceptions of history 
and of progressive politics rely on a certain understanding of freedom that is understood to 
emerge through time. A link exists between freedom and temporal progress established in 
political rhetoric that refers to modernity or secularism. Butler argues that a certain 
conception of freedom is invoked precisely as rationale and instrument for practices of 
coercion, which happens when the sexual freedoms of women and lesbian and gay people is 
invoked instrumentally to wage assaults on Islam that reaffirm Western superiority and U.S. 
sovereign violence (2008: 3). An important feminist political question that runs through her 
article concerns the articulation of a progressive sexual politics in current times: 
 
Must we rethink freedom and its implication in the narrative of progress, or must we resituate? 
My point is surely not to abandon freedom as a norm, but to ask about its uses, and to consider 
how it must be rethought if it is to resist its coercive instrumentalization in the present and 
have another meaning that might remain useful for a radical democratic politics (2008: 3).    
 
In Europe, cultural norms have increasingly become requirements for obtaining citizenship by 
immigrants. For example, in the Netherlands, new applicants for immigration are asked to 
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look at pictures of topless women and gay marriages to determine whether the applicants are 
comfortable with the ‘Dutch way of life’. Those who are in favor of this policy claim that 
acceptance of homosexuality is an indication of the embrace of modernity (Van der Veer 
2006: 535). Sociologist Sarah Bracke (2011) coined the term secular nostalgia, to describe the 
transformation of the Dutch secular regime on the basis of an assumed necessity to protect the 
secularity and diversity of the public sphere. The Dutch mode of secular nostalgia includes, 
Bracke argues, the understanding of the Netherlands as a place par excellence of 
emancipation for women and sexual minorities, and the restructuring of the secular 
arrangements in new exclusionary ways. Nostalgia for a particular mode of toleration and 
management of difference, paradoxically, accompanies the transformation of this mode in 
exclusive ways, with respect to Islam particularly (2011: 32-33).   
As Butler points out, modernity is in the Dutch case defined as sexual freedom, which 
is understood to exemplify a culturally advanced position. A certain paradox ensues in which 
the coerced adoption of certain cultural norms becomes the requisite for entry into the Dutch 
nation-state that sees itself as the harbinger of freedom (2008: 3-4). Butler asks: 
 
…does the exam becomes the means for testing tolerance or does it carry out an assault 
against religious minorities, part of a broader effort on the part of the state to demand 
coercively that they rid themselves of their traditional religious beliefs and practices in order 
to gain entry into the Netherlands? Is this a liberal defense of my freedom for which I should 
be pleased, or is my freedom being used as an instrument of coercion, one that seeks to keep 
Europe white, pure and ‘secular’ in ways that do not interrogate the violence that underwrites 
that very project? (2008: 5)    
 
Butler proposes an idea of development in which secularism does not succeed religion 
sequentially, but rather reanimates religion as part of notions of culture and civilization. The 
problem here are specific narratives of progress and development in which certain 
exclusionary norms become simultaneously the precondition and teleology of culture (2008: 
14). She argues for the necessity of a critique of state violence and state power to construct 
notions of cultural difference going hand in hand with scholars’ and activists’ claims and 
commitments to freedom. Otherwise, the claims for freedom and rights for women and sexual 
minorities run the risk of being appropriated by the state. Moreover, the search for and 
acknowledgment of solidarities with other minorities (in terms of class, religion and ethnicity) 
becomes impossible. State power seeks to divide minorities and their critiques, and to keep 
attention deflected from the critique of violence itself (2008: 21).  
 In her response to Butler’s article, Linda Woodhead (2008b) speaks of ‘secular 
privileges’ and ‘religious disadvantage’. She points at the potential detrimental effects of a 
stand-off between forms of secular liberalism and religions, as this antinomy plays into the 
hands of those who intend to harm minority groups. This is especially the case, Woodhead 
adds, when secular liberalism presents itself as a ‘neutral’ stance, as detached from a cultural 
background and context and as having no sacred commitments of its own. In this case, as 
Woodhead puts it, “‘religion’ becomes the marker of the subjugated other, whilst the 
privileged become the possessors of pure truth, transparent rationality, and the engines of 
progress” (2008b: 56). 
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The recent work of Scott and Butler exemplify, as Reilly (2011) puts it, a new, explicit 
postmodern feminist engagement with religion, extending previous feminist critiques of 
Enlightenment discourses about religion. More specifically, “these analyses explicate the 
oppressive discursive practices that attend the gendered operationalization of ‘secularity as 
modernity’ culminating in, as Judith Butler describes it, ‘cultural assaults’ on religious 
minorities (Butler 2008: 3)” (Reilly 2011: 14-15). I argue that the analyses of Butler and 
Scott, and the discussions they trigger, provide space for understanding the historical 
interdependent constructions of notions of secularity and religion and for destabilising the 
assumed binary distinction and opposition between them when it comes to the equality of 
women and men. They enable to understand and critique oppressive political and social 
aspects of understandings of religion and secularity. 
 
 
5.4. Postsecular Feminist Perspectives and Practices    
 
As a conclusion to this chapter, I draw attention to feminist scholars’ formulations of what I 
call feminist postsecular positionings. Those who take up feminist postsecular positionings 
pose questions regarding notions of religion and secularity that put the two in a binary 
opposition concerning women’s emancipation and/or agency (Bracke 2008, Longman 2007a, 
Scott 2009). They also question the dominance of secular language, and create space for new 
configurations and practices of religion, secularity and feminism (Jakobsen & Pellegrini 
2008). They posit that the historical and current relationship between feminism, religion and 
secularity on closer investigation appears to be multiple, multilayered and complex (Braidotti 
2008, Scott 2009). They reflect upon the assumed naturalness and neutrality of taking up 
secular viewpoints in academic and public debates in Western contexts (Jakobsen & 
Pellegrini 2008), and argue that as secular points of view have become normative, they can be 
oppressive of certain forms of female – feminist or not – religiosities (Midden 2007, Bracke 
2008). In other words, feminist postsecular positionings start from the premise that a critical 
perspective on secularism and its relation to religion is necessary in order to produce an 
inclusive (re)definition of feminism. This means, among other things, conducting critical 
analyses of what secularism is and does in the specific locations in which we find ourselves 
(Braidotti 2008, Bracke & Fadil 2009, Jakobsen & Pellegrini 2008, Longman 2007b, Midden 
2007).  
 
 
5.4.1. Creating Space for Postsecular Feminist Positionings  
 
In her essay ‘In Spite of the Times’, Rosi Braidotti (2008) argues that at the core of the 
presumed incompatibility between Western feminism and Muslim women’s positions stands 
the perception of an irreconcilable clash between religious and secular modes of being 
(Jusova 2011: 86). In response to the European context of rising Islamophobia and anti-
Muslim intolerance, Braidotti puts that:  
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“… any unreflective brand of normative secularism runs the risk of complicity with anti-Islam 
racism and xenophobia. What is needed therefore is a more balanced kind of analysis and a 
more diversified approach that includes all the monotheistic religions and contextualizes them 
within shifting global power relations. Moreover, because a world at war has re-instated 
conservative norms about the status of women and gays, and about the degrees of tolerable 
emancipation of both, feminist and queer activists cannot be simply secular, or be secular in a 
simple or self-evident sense. More complexity is needed in the debate about women’s self-
determination and feminist agency (2008: 4).   
 
For Braidotti, the rise of visibility of religions and religious identities in politics, public debate 
and public life throughout the world, leads her to reconsider what she calls the postsecular 
predicament in terms of a feminist practice of affirmation. This means that she proposes to see 
political and ethical agency and their relation to present conditions and realities in new ways: 
both are not necessarily linked to oppositional consciousness and not tied to present 
conditions and realities in terms of negation – although these characteristics are often assumed 
to be the primary characteristics of agency. Instead, they can be affirmative and geared 
towards creating possible futures. According to Braidotti, ethical relations create visions of 
possible worlds by mobilising resources that have been left untapped, including desire and 
imagination (2008: 14-15), and these resources may well include religious ones. In general, 
however, feminist theory is based on a radical disengagement from all kinds of dominant 
institutions and representations of femininity and masculinity in order to begin the process of 
transforming gender. This way, feminists combine critique with the creation of alternative 
modes of embodying and experiencing ourselves and our lives. Some dis-identifications are 
here to stay, as Braidotti puts it, as there is no credible evidence of European women having a 
nostalgic desire to return to traditional gender and sex roles (2008: 17). She sees having faith 
in creative alternatives and possible futures and yearning for social justice and sustainability 
as aspects of the residual spirituality of secular feminism (2008: 18). In this way, Braidotti re-
envisions the supposed secularity of feminism and opens up possibilities for feminist 
understanding and coalition-buildings across differences of religious and secular life stances 
and positionalities. 
 Janet Jakobsen and An Pellegrini (2000) write in their introduction to a special issue of 
the journal Social Text on multiple secularisms world-wide that they aim at questioning what 
is meant by secular and religion. Demonstrating the multiplicity of secularisms world-wide, 
they hope to disturb dominant narratives about secularism. Such disturbance might lead to 
new support for secularism or to new secularisms, and could also lead to new relationships to 
religion (2000: 2). They point at the difficulties leftist intellectuals and activists in the U.S. 
seem to experience in rethinking and reimagining secularity and religion: 
 
[E]ven though intellectuals and activist on the Left know the problems with the secularization 
narrative, secularism remains hard to relinquish in part because it appears to be a defense 
against the dominations ascribed to religion. Religion appears to be a threat to secular, liberal 
society, a threat to women, and a source of violence. Secularism is rarely subjected to critique 
in the academy and in progressive politics because it appears to be the only answer to these 
problems, the only safeguard against the dominations inscribed in religion (2000: 23). 
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This analysis of the reluctance on the part of U.S. progressive thinkers and activists to 
question the secularisation narrative can be extended to leftist intellectuals and activists in 
Western Europe as well. Nadia Fadil and Sarah Bracke (2009) speak of the distrust and scorn 
towards the religious mobilizations of Muslims in general, and Muslim women in particular, 
from the part of Belgian leftist intellectuals and progressive movements. They feel that a 
specter of a Catholic past is projected upon a religious minority, which is expected to adjust to 
anticlerical sentiments. The only way forward for religious minorities, then, becomes one that 
is similar to the dominant trajectory towards secularisation of politics, language and 
appearances (2009: 45). Jakobsen and Pellegrini similarly posit that the bind in which many 
progressive thinkers and activists feel they are left and where they must choose between 
religion (supposedly conservative) or secularism (supposedly progressive) has detrimental 
effects. This opposition between religion and secularism forces to ignore or deny the ways in 
which religion can be central to progressive politics, as well as the ways in which secularism 
can limit such politics. Moreover, it limits imaginations of secularism into only one possible 
narrative instead of imagining multiple secular possibilities (2000: 23).  
 
 
5.4.2. Starting to Imagining Anew 
 
Niahm Reilly (2011) argues that there is a need to re-examine established ways of thinking 
about secularism that has risen from the interrelated development of a number of issues. 
These are the increasing dominance and popularity of the ‘clash of civilisations’ thesis, the 
expansion of postmodern critiques of Enlightenment rationality towards encompassing issues 
of religion, and profound and sustained critiques of the ‘secularisation thesis’. She colludes 
with Scott’s perspective, who argues that the concern with enforcing the principle of 
secularism is the wrong one. Instead, the real concern should be “the democratic outcome” 
(2007: 94), which then necessarily entails for Scott accommodating a public role for religion. 
The problem Reilly sees with the recent work of Scott (2007) and Butler (2008) is that they 
see liberal, individualistic and rights-based ideas of personal liberty as implicated in 
oppressive immigration policy practices, and thereby leave little room to salvage equality and 
human rights-based contestations of gender based oppression, as they intersect with 
oppressions such as based on race and religion (2011: 16). What Reilly regards more 
positively is that both Scott and Butler seem to pin their hopes for addressing abuses and 
oppression in a form of radical democratic renewal, which might be read as a move to reclaim 
Enlightenment’s emancipatory values. While they point to democratic renewal, they do not 
fully develop their perspective and it becomes difficult to envisage how such hopes can be 
realized “unmoored from critically reinterpreted, bottom-up principles of equality and human 
rights” (2011: 16-17). As an alternative, Reilly proposes her account of what she calls 
‘cosmopolitan feminism’ (2007) that could be the starting point for a non-oppressive globally 
oriented feminism. Reilly’s concept of cosmopolitan feminism is based on a recognition of 
gender-based oppression in intersection with other forms of oppression and on dialogic and 
democratic practice:     
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...proceeds from the premise that on balance “women have been and continue to be oppressed 
in diverse ways and for diverse reasons” (Karam 1998: 5). Most importantly, however, 
cosmopolitan feminism entails recognition of the complex and often contradictory 
intersectionality of women’s identities and experiences cutting across gender, socio-economic 
privilege, ethnicity, religion, sexuality, geolocation, and so on (Crenshaw 1991, Brah and 
Phoenix 2004, Yuval-Davis 2006). It also requires recognition that his complexity can only be 
understood through dialogic practice. Embracing such a feminist ontology of intersectionality, 
then, demands that the content of any practical emancipatory agenda, aimed at transforming 
gender oppression, can only be formulated in mutually respectful dialogue. It can not be 
imposed by one group of women or men on another group of women in the name of feminism. 
Moreover, this cosmopolitan feminist perspective embeds feminism in democratic practice 
oriented towards the substantive realization of human rights and freedoms (2011: 25-26).    
 
Reilly provides the strategies of the Malaysian non-governmental organization Sisters in 
Islam as an example of cosmopolitan feminism. She draws upon the account of feminism 
articulated by Norani Othman (2006), a founding member of Sisters in Islam, as one in which 
religion features centrally (2011: 26). Othman’s feminist reading of the principle of 
secularism needs to be situated against the Malaysian background of a deepening fusion of 
authoritarian religion and state power. In her vision, secularism underpins a dialogic public 
civil space that is defined by tolerance for competing interpretations of religious ideas as well 
as for different non-religious and religious worldviews. This means that Othman’s articulation 
of a secular public space, according to Reilly, is far from anti-religiously oriented even as she 
defends the principle of secularism as one of state neutrality vis-à-vis various religious 
communities and subjectivities. Such a public space includes religious argument and 
expression of religious identities as welcome aspects of individuals’ and communities’ self 
understandings, communication and development. Othman’s vision importantly calls for 
religious women’s active participation in critically discussing and reinterpreting religious 
ideas and concepts in emancipatory ways. Thus, such a public debate can be a mechanism in 
the realisation of women’s rights and gender equality both within religion and religious 
communities and vis-à-vis the state. Reilly finds Othman’s vision on a secular public space 
inspiring for re-thinking secularism in the West-European context. However, she finds that 
Othman doesn’t develop sufficiently the requirements to ensure that religious authority 
exercised in such a secular public space does not eventually translate into the legitimisation of 
gender-based and other forms of oppression. What we need to ensure, according to Reilly, is 
“a secular democratic state, grounded in constitutionalism and human rights, critically 
(re)interpreted from feminist perspectives” (2011: 27).       
 Midden (2007) similarly claims that strict secularism is not a helpful and suitable 
response to the complexities of current Western multicultural societies. Feminisms that 
reinforce already existing polarisations of culturally and religiously different communities 
will ultimately fail to improve women’s status and positions in society. Positioning herself as 
a white secular feminist, she argues that.. 
 
...we cannot neglect our histories, power relations and racism and need to start dialogue in 
mutual respect. Above all, we need to let go the idea that there exists only one way towards 
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emancipation and to open up for the struggles, experiences and strategies of other women. […] 
This means among other things that we should open a dialogue and approach differences 
between people more positively. This way, we can start developing a more inclusive form of 
feminism; a feminism that actively struggles against racism and doesn’t exclude women 
(2007: 7-8, translation mine).     
 
Sarah Bracke and Nadia Fadil (2009) argue that Flanders needs to start imagining itself in 
terms of a multicultural and multireligious reality. In order to arrive at new and inclusive 
forms of collective identity, Flemish public debates would benefit from unraveling three 
major issues: First of all, there is the necessity to unravel dominant perspectives on 
emancipation and religion. More space is needed for the recognition of the possibility of 
religious practice accompanying individual development and self-expression. Protagonists in 
the debate need to depart from a non-essentialist approach to religious traditions that 
acknowledges and makes visible their complexity and multiplicity. Important here is to delink 
from anticlerical reflexes that are often an invisible and therefore non-criticised aspects of the 
debate. It is important to keep in mind that religious traditions are not only the guardians of 
women-unfriendly practices, but also include feminist theology, queer theology and liberal 
religious interpretations and practices (2009: 105-107).  
 Secondly, an unraveling of current dominant understandings of secularism is needed. 
In Flemish public debates, secularism became dominantly represented as holding the promise 
of individual freedom, equality and peace. According to Bracke and Fadil, this perception is 
based on two major blind spots. First, the often invoked separation of church and state 
suggests that an absolute separation of religion and the secular is possible. This is a mistaken 
and unhelpful assumption – constructing religion as something belonging to the private sphere 
in distinction to the rational secularity of the public sphere, leaves no space for the possibility 
of developing knowledge and rationality from within religious traditions. A second blind spot 
concerns violence not committed ‘in the name of God’ but in the name of secular nationalism. 
References to secular state violence are too often understood as deviations or accidents during 
Europe’s march towards secular modernity. A teleological perspective on European history is, 
however, unconvincing in the face of the histories of European colonialism and the Holocaust 
(2009: 108).  
 A third unraveling needs to be made regarding current notions of neutrality by 
connecting in new ways to the Belgian history of pillarisation that focused on finding a way 
of peaceful cohabitation of different ideological and religious groups in society. The ways in 
which Muslims organize themselves needs to be understood as connecting to a Flemish and 
Belgian logic of pillarisation. Flemish public debates and policies should depart, as Bracke 
and Fadil put it, from a pluralist perspective on neutrality (2009: 109). They conclude that: 
 
What we need is an awareness that all participants – also ‘non-believers’ – in our society 
depart from a specific series of convictions and beliefs when turning to each other. What we 
need is an awareness and positioning of this diversity. Not to smuggle them away, but 
foremost to stop presenting and imposing in a violent manner one series of convictions, life 
habits and practices ‘in the name of neutrality’ as the norm (2009: 110, translation mine).   
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The different perspectives discussed above all agree that the principle of secularism, and 
dominant understandings of it, needs to be critically evaluated and reinterpreted from feminist 
perspectives. They also aim to go beyond the idea that feminism is per definition a secular 
project and aligned to an agenda of secularisation or secularism. Taking up a post-secular 
feminist positioning in the West-European context means to, I would say, dare to pose the 
important but challenging question vis-à-vis feminist theories and practices: “If the traditional 
secularisation narrative is the basis for a politics marked by narrow choices, what other 
possibilities are there for imagining contemporary political contexts?” (Jakobsen & Pellegrini 
2008: 17)  
 
 
5.4.3.  Final Postsecular Recognitions  
 
Dominant narratives about secularism that equate secularism with women’s rights and 
emancipation are dangerous for feminism as they make it difficult to see, recognise and value 
historical and current forms of affirmative relationships between feminism and religion 
(Braude 2004). It easily ignores the many efforts of religious feminists – past and present – 
and the social-political and religious transformations they helped generate both within their 
own religious communities and the society at large. It has difficulties recognising as well 
those struggles of religious feminists regarding issues they were not able to transform despite 
long, hard and/or intensive work. Or it focuses solely on issues of inequality within religious 
communities without taking the perspectives, concerns and struggles of religious feminists 
into account. The issue of recognition is of vital importance for mutual respectful dialogue 
and coalition-building across differences. Or, as British sociologist and activist Nira Yuval-
Davis would put it, processes of ‘shifting’ and ‘rooting’ can be helpful within coalition 
politics to distinguish between activists’ differences of context and terminologies and those 
that are of values and goals (1999: 97). She clarifies that each participant in a political 
dialogue and transversal coalition-building… 
 
…would bring with them the reflexive knowledge of their own positioning and identity. This 
is the ‘rooting’. At the same time, they should also try to ‘shift’ – to put themselves in the 
situation of those with whom they are in dialogue and who are different (1999: 96).     
 
Historical blindness and lack of recognition are some of the reasons that some current secular 
feminists do not take seriously religious feminists, who rather show a critical commitment to 
the own tradition and the intention of reforming it, instead of a total rejection of the own 
religious tradition and identity (Christ & Plaskow 1979, Decoene & Lambelin 2009, Tohidi 
2003, Badran 2005). Historical blindness underlines the equation of secularism with feminism 
and can lead to (support for) (violent) impositions of secularism abroad in imperialist projects 
(Eisenstein 2004, Mahmood 2009), or to encouraging secular standpoints among certain 
minority groups within the nation-state (Fadil 2011) in the name of liberating women.  
A critical post-secular feminist positining therefore includes, I suggest, a number of 
narrative shifts. First, the ways in which secularity and contemporary secular feminisms is 
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influenced by and constituted through its past and present relationships with religion and 
religious feminisms (and vice versa) needs to be acknowledged and revalued. Both secularity 
and religion need to be understood as multiple regarding their historical and local varieties 
and appearances and their moral frameworks within which individuals and communities 
construct their subjectivities and life-trajectories and conduct progressive struggles (Jakobsen 
& Pellegrini 2008). A postsecular feminist positioning approaches differences between 
women at the level of worldviews positively and is open towards dialogue. In this way, it 
could indeed be the basis for the furthering of inclusive and antiracist feminisms (Midden 
2007), which we are in dire need of in the political and social context of Flanders, but also in 
many other West-European contexts. Post-secular feminisms struggles against all forms of 
power inequality, oppression and exclusion of individual women and groups of women – and 
by extension all those individuals and communities that fall outside of white, male, middle 
class, heterosexual and secular norms and privileged subject positions. I believe that in 
theorising as well as activist practices we do need to account for our specific locations and the 
bodies from which we speak and act. The critical questions regarding who, why and on behalf 
of whom are essential in order to avoid universalist and paternalist ways of thinking, speaking 
and acting. A reflection on power positions and relationships is as much a requirement for 
religious as secular feminist standpoints, positionings and embodied experiences. A conscious 
politics of location (Rich 1984), or situated feminist speaking, listening and acting, doesn’t sit 
together with the exclusion of religion as a potential source of inspiration and moral and 
political framework for women and of religious women as potential feminist actors and 
partners in collaboration. Post-secular feminisms are of great importance to create and sustain 
coalitions of women with various backgrounds and worldviews.     
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Part 3: Case Studies on Feminist Organisations and Activism 
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Chapter 6. Creating Space for Muslim Women’s Choices – BOEH!  
 
 
6.1. Introduction  
 
After having explored the political and religious context in which this research is situated, and 
the academic literature on religion, feminism en the secular in Western Europe, in this chapter 
and the following four chapters I present the case studies of five feminist 
groups/organisations: Baas Over Eigen Hoofd!, Motief, Vrouwen Overleg Komitee, ella and 
Femma. I analyse the feminist groups/organisations’ discourses and practices as situated 
within the Flemish political-religious context as described in the third chapter.  
 The central focus of the case studies is how local feminist groups/organisations in 
Flanders construct understandings of religion, the secular, and their relationship to feminism 
and women’s emancipation. The present chapter presents the first case study on the feminist 
autonomous group Baas Over Eigen Hoofd (BOEH!) in Antwerp, and analyses how the 
feminist perspectives and practices of BOEH! construct specific understandings of religion 
and the secular. It does so through focusing upon specific topics: BOEH!’s practice of self-
naming and the way it employs the notion of freedom of choice; the ways in which BOEH! 
critiques the power relations between feminisms and their implication of temporalities; 
individual narratives on religious and feminist identities; and individual understandings about 
feminist solidarity. I demonstrate that these topics are linked to assumptions about religion 
and the secular, and that they therefore challenge current locally dominant understandings of 
religion and the secular as well as the ways in which religion and secularity are related to 
feminism.      
 In all the case studies, I use a conceptual analytical approach, focusing on the concepts 
of religion and the secular. In this first case study of BOEH!, the material subjected to 
analysis was collected during qualitatiave research conducted in 2010 and 2011. The main 
body of material on which the analysis is based are interviews, but the research material also 
includes texts about and by BOEH!. This written material includes newspaper articles about 
the headscarf regulations and BOEH!’s interventions and actions, BOEH! press releases, 
BOEH!’s 2009 poster campaign, BOEH!’s 2011 brochure, BOEH!’s 2013 history document, 
and the BOEH! website. 
 During the months from November 2010 until April 2011, I interviewed eight BOEH! 
activists, who make up the core of the autonomous activist group and are therefore those who 
at times speak to journalists, spur the activities, write press releases and take care of the 
website. I conducted four interviews with white BOEH! members of different ages as well as 
four interviews with BOEH! members of Moroccan background aged between early twenties 
and early thirties. Throughout the years since the emergence of the group since 2007, BOEH! 
has been supported by various volunteers who help out with organising activities. However, I 
only interviewed BOEH!’s core activist members.   
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 This chapter opens with an introduction to the history of BOEH! (6.2). The next 
section (6.3) examines BOEH!’s practice of self-naming and its usage of the concept of 
freedom of choice through looking at the histories and assumptions evoked by choosing to 
entitle the group ‘Baas Over Eigen Hoofd!’. Section 6.4 investigates the ways in which 
BOEH! members talk about the relationship between white women’s movements and ethnic 
minority women’s movements in terms of critiquing its assumed temporalities. Section 6.5 
analyses the individual narratives of the Muslim BOEH! members about their feminist and 
religious identities. While the link between perspectives and belonging based upon religious 
or secular worldview was less present as a topic during the interview conversations with the 
white BOEH! members, this link will be discussed more into-depth in chapter 8 through 
investigating white feminist attitudes towards religion. Finally, section 6.6 analyses the ways 
in which BOEH! members talk about feminist coalition building across differences and 
critically reflect upon the notion of feminist solidarity. The chapter concludes with a short 
summary of the main arguments and findings in section 6.7.   
 
 
6.2. The Emergence of Baas Over Eigen Hoofd! (BOEH!)  
 
This section provides an introduction to BOEH!, an autonomous feminist group that emerged 
in response to Flemish headscarf debates and regulations. I described the context of headscarf 
debates and regulations in the field of education and the labour market in Flanders and the 
related emergence of feminist critiques and activism in chapter 3. As the main protagonists in 
the headscarf debates talked about but not with Muslim women about their experiences, 
understandings and needs, this exclusion generated Muslim women’s critique and activism, 
and their insistence on their voice being heard and their experiences being recognised by 
politicians and policy makers (Coene & Longman 2006). The direct reason for BOEH!’s 
establishment was Patrick Janssens’s decision, as the socialist major of Antwerp (SP.A), to 
implement a headscarf ban for the employees of the Antwerp city service desks. Up until 
today, BOEH! is a publicly visible feminist autonomous group that protests against headscarf 
bans in Flanders.  
In February 2007, at the announcement of Patrick Janssens’ decision to ban the 
headscarf, various feminists of different ethnic and religious backgrounds and belonging to 
various organisations in Antwerp responded in outrage. They contacted each other and 
organised a protest march entitled ‘No To Headscarf Bans’. This protest march took place at 
the Groenplaats, one of Antwerp’s major inner city squares – as the Antwerp municipality did 
not allow the demonstration to take place in front of the city hall. It attracted many Muslim 
women but also white women and was the beginning of the coming into being of BOEH!. As 
the initiators of the protest march at the Groenplaats wanted to continue the protest, they 
decided to join forces to continue to exert pressure on the Antwerp municipality. In March 
2007, these feminists belonging to various women’s groups and organisations and ethnic 
minority organisations, such as Feministisch Café Poppesnor (Feminist Café Poppesnor), 
Vrouwen Overleg Komitee (Women’s Consultation Committee – VOK) and Federatie van 
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Marokkaanse Verenigingen (Federation of Moroccan Associations – FMV), founded the 
platform Baas Over Eigen Hoofd! (Boss Over One’s Own Head! – BOEH!).21  
Today, BOEH! is a platform with members participating on behalf of a women’s 
organisation or ethnic minority organisation, as well as members participating as individuals. 
From the start, their basic argument has been the following: 
 
BOEH! wants that women can choose for themselves what they want to wear on top of their 
heads without interference from the government or anyone else and defends the equal rights of 
women and men. The choice to wear a headscarf is as much a human right as is the exercise of 
a worthy job and the obtainment of a degree. For that reason, BOEH! is against the misogynist  
decision – included in the Antwerp administrative agreement of 2007-2012 – that forces 
women to deny their individuality when they are functioning in an administrative job (website 
BOEH!, translation mine).
22
           
 
Throughout the years, BOEH! organised various protest actions against the Antwerp 
headscarf ban and started a dialogue with several Antwerp administrators. For example, from 
February until June 2007, BOEH! set up a poster campaign with the collaboration of a 
number of Flemish celebrities, such as writers and actors. In this series of posters, Flemish 
celebrities pose underneath the slogan ‘A Headscarf? The Woman Decides!’ – underlining 
BOEH!’s emphasis on women’s freedom of choice. Another example is BOEH!’s ‘Easter 
Action’ of 17 March 2008. BOEH! members distributed chocolate eggs to passers-by at 
important locations in different cities, such as at the Antwerp Grote Markt (a central square in 
the inner city) and the Ghent central station of Sint-Pieters, with the message: “Don’t be an 
egg, the headscarf belongs” (‘Wees geen ei, de hoofddoek hoort erbij’). BOEH! also handed a 
large chocolate egg to Antwerp major Patrick Janssens with the request to “realize diversity in 
his city by abolishing the headscarf ban for city service desk employees” (BOEH! 2013: 2, 
translation mine).  
BOEH! members were invited by public broadcasting channels for interviews or to 
participate in discussions in news and current affairs programs – for example the Flemish 
public channel VRT and the Antwerp public channel ATV. In 2009, BOEH! organised in 
collaboration with a number of women’s organisations, ethnic minority organisations and 
university researchers a series of debates entitled ‘Diversity in Reality’ that took place in 
cultural centers in the cities of Antwerp, Ghent and Brussels. Connected to the series of 
debates, BOEH! launched a new poster campaign in order to demonstrate the “diversity of 
(BOEH!)women” (BOEH! 2013: 3). During these debate evenings, themes such as the 
principle of neutrality and gender and ethnic inequalities were critically discussed in relation 
to public education and the public and private sector of employment. As the principle of 
neutrality is often evoked by proponents of headscarf bans in the public sector of employment 
and education, this principle became the main critical focus of the series of debates that aimed 
at rethinking and redefining neutrality in the face of gender and ethnic differences and 
inequalities. 
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 Interview with Elly, 23 November 2010; interview with Fleur, 23 November 2013  
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 www.baasovereigenhoofd.be, last accessed 28 February 2014 
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 Protesting the decision of the board of public education organised by the Flemish 
community (GO!) to implement a general headscarf ban, applying to the teachers, pupils and 
anyone engaged in pedagogical tasks in its schools – a decision in which the 2009 headscarf 
ban implemented by Karin Heremans at the Royal Atheneum in Antwerp and her 
argumentation outlined in her 2010 book publication were regarded as examples to follow – 
BOEH! published the 2011 brochure ‘Visible Religious Signs in Education: Arguments of the 
Action Group Boss Over One’s Own Head! (BOEH!)’ (Uiterlijke Levensbeschouwelijke 
Kentekens in het Onderwijs: Argumenten van de Actiegroep Baas Over Eigen Hoofd 
(BOEH!)). This brochure elaborately explains BOEH!’s viewpoint on headscarf bans, 
drawing from feminist frameworks, a redefined principle of pluralism and neutrality and the 
principles of freedom of religion and equal access to education. The brochure critiques 
aspects that often come to the fore in the headscarf debates, such as limited or faulty 
understandings of the headscarf and women’s emancipation, a one-sided perspective on the 
notion of free choice, and the focus on cultural identity at the expense of a critical view on 
structural inequalities (2011: 3-14). It counters the main arguments used by GO! to legitimise 
its implementation of a general headscarf ban. BOEH! distinguished the following main 
arguments in the rhetoric of the board of GO!: 1. The formation of concentration schools 
[schools with a disproportionate large number of pupils of ethnic minority communities] has a 
negative impact on the choice for a particular school; 2. It starts with the headscarf and ends 
with the burqa and separate swimming hours; 3. The moral and social pressure to wear a 
headscarf limits freedom of choice; and 4. The headscarf violates the principle of the equality 
of men and women (2011: 15-20). BOEH! puts forward its own threefold point of view that 
functions as the basis for its further (counter)argumentations: 
 
BOEH! is against an obligation and against a ban to wear the headscarf in all circumstances, 
but specifically regarding pupils at school.  
BOEH! defends the right of Muslim girls to decide themselves about how they want to 
experience their religion. Freedom of religion is enclosed within our Constitution and within 
international treaties about Human Rights.  
Free choice about education and freedom of expression and opinion are also basic rights. They 
cannot be withhold, without a serious foundation, from an ethnic-cultural minority (BOEH! 
2011: 21, translation mine).     
 
The brochure is meant to reach politicians and policy makers in the field of education in 
Flanders and to lobby to remove any ban on religious and cultural symbols and dress.  
 Up until the moment of writing, BOEH! members accept invitations to participate in 
debates organised by cultural centers about themes as migration, women’s rights, religion and 
the headscarf. Their critical interventions managed to import new perspectives in the 
discussions about the headscarf and headscarf bans within Flemish political parties, Flemish 
and local media and civil society organisations. For example, the Flemish leftist ecological 
opposition political party Groen campaigned at the federal elections of 2010 against headscarf 
bans. At the level of Flemish civil society, organisations take increasingly a public stance 
against headscarf bans, including trade unions (for example the Christian trade union – ACV), 
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women’s organisations (such as Femma) and ethnic minority organisations (such as the 
Minorities Forum).    
 In 2009, BOEH! decided to take the struggle against the headscarf ban in public 
education to the Belgian Council of State.
23
 An anonymous pupil from an Antwerp public 
school contested the headscarf ban she faced at school and was supported by BOEH! and 
defended by Stefan Scottiaux – a committed lawyer and professor of Law of the Catholic 
University of Leuven. In 2012, the Council of State initially suspended GO!’s headscarf ban. 
However, half a year later, it declared the case to be inadmissible – along with three other 
cases against GO!’s headscarf ban initiated by pupils. As the pupils concerned in the 
meantime finished their school and embarked upon further studies, the Council of State 
argued that the object of the cases – the pupils’ interest – did not exist anymore. BOEH! was 
highly disappointed about this final judgment and felt that the Council of State ceased to take 
its responsibility and did not take the complaints of the pupils and BOEH! seriously (De 
Morgen, 2 February 2013). 
In April 2013, GO! announced its resumption of the general ban on religious symbols 
to become in effect from the first of September, the start of the new school year. This time, 
the board of GO! included a procedure of temporary toleration of pupils who already go to a 
public school wearing a headscarf, which means that the ban will be in effect only for those 
pupils who enroll in September 2013 for the first time. BOEH! again took the initiative to 
contest the ban at the Council of State, this time supported by a number of pupils and twenty-
five civil society and advocacy organisations, such as Kifkif, the Minorities Forum and the 
Flemish Youth Council (De Morgen, 24 April 2013). In a press release announcing the new 
contestation of GO!’s headscarf ban at the Council of State, BOEH! refers to the 2012 
Amnesty International report on the situation of Muslims in European countries and its 
concern about the infringement on freedom of religion within Flemish public education. It 
emphasises its own argument:  
 
…that a ban for pupils on the wearing of religious symbols contravenes human rights, 
specifically the right on freedom of religion, the right on freedom of expression and the right 
on education. We again point at the fact that this ban impacts particularly the Islamic 
headscarf, so that we can speak of outright discrimination of Muslim girls. It is, however, 
directed against all sorts of religious symbols. It concerns as well the Sikh-boys and girls in 
our country, who also face the lack of access to GO!-schools because of their turban. 
We cannot put up with a ban that contravenes fundamental basic rights and infringes upon the 
pluralist character of education and our society. This is unworthy of our democracy (BOEH!, 
24 April 2013, translation mine).  
 
To conclude, BOEH! intervened and contributed since its emergence in 2007 to the headscarf 
debates in Flanders in various ways and with arguments based upon women’s freedom of 
choice and human rights. BOEH! fiercely criticises policies that limit women’s freedom of 
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 The Belgian Council of State is a special court outside the judicial branch (a court sui generis). It belongs to the executive 
powers. The Council of State has a dual function: as an administrative tribunal, it suspends or destroys administrative acts 
(such as regulations and permits) if they are in conflict with higher rules of law; and provides legal advice to the government 
about drafts of laws, decrees, ordinances and royal, ministerial or executive decisions, in order to ensure the quality of the 
drafts and to check that they are not inconsistent with the Belgian Constitution or higher rules of law. 
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choices and pushed forward alternative ideas on the place of religious symbols in society. At 
the same time, during those years, new regulations regarding the headscarf and the face veil 
have been implemented in Flemish public education and in public spaces in general. So far, 
BOEH! has not been to undo these laws and policies. However, in May 2013, the 
municipality of Ghent decided to abolish the headscarf ban for its employees at its city service 
desk – a ban that was in effect since 2010. The abolishment of the headscarf ban was done at 
the request of Ghentian civilians, who managed to collect within three weeks through the 
networks of Ghentian civil society organisations (particularly ethnic minority organisations) 
over 10.000 signatures of Ghentian civilians in support of the request (De Morgen, 27 May 
2013). As most of the BOEH! members are civilians from Antwerp, BOEH! could hardly play 
a role in the initiative, besides expressing its support and spreading the call for signatures 
amongst Ghentians. However, I do think that the ways in which BOEH! has throughout the 
last years critically intervened in the Flemish headscarf debates contributed to paving the way 
for the civilians’ initiative in Ghent and helped the initiators to build their argumentation. The 
abolishment of the headscarf ban by the Ghent municipality was historically an important 
moment, as it was the first time after years of increasing headscarf regulations that a headscarf 
ban became abolished. The ‘Ghentian moment’ might be a turning point in history – other 
instances of removals of headscarf bans will perhaps follow. This remains a question to be 
answered by future developments. Daniel Termont, the socialist major of Ghent (SP.A), while 
his political party supported the introducing of a headscarf ban in Ghent in 2010, put his 
viewpoint at the City Council in the following words, which can indeed be considered as a 
historical shift in the Flemish socialists’ discourse about the headscarf: 
 
Let us not hide from reality. We cannot hold together a society by forbidding people to express 
their views. At some point I sided with Gilbert Temmermans [former SP.A major of Ghent, 
1989-1994] who argued for the removal of crucifixes. However, stones do not have an opinion 
and that’s the difference. Our society has changed and we should better do the same. I will be 
the first to act against whoever crosses the boundaries of the law (speech Termont at the Ghent 
City Council of 27 May 2013, quoted by Debruyne, 28 May 2013, translation mine).  
 
BOEH! main contribution to the Flemish headscarf debates, is situated, I believe, in the fields 
of public discourse and feminist collaboration. BOEH! contributed a feminist perspective to 
the headscarf debates, and gave a public voice to Muslim women. BOEH! publicly 
demonstrated that white women and Muslim women can stand up together for women’s 
rights. Furthermore, BOEH! managed to mobilise Muslim communities in Flanders for 
women’s rights. Whereas Muslim communities used to take rather apolitical stances, we now 
witness the emergence of a new generation of Muslim citizens who increasingly wants to 
participate and change those political, social and religious issues they perceive and experience 
to be unjust and to work towards a more equal society.
24
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 Email conversations with BOEH! members Layla and Hajar during the months December 2011 and January 2012.  
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6.3. Practices of Self-Naming and the Trope of Freedom of Choice   
 
The titles feminist movements in Belgium choose for themselves reveal forms of attachment, 
identification and/or dis-identification in relation to political, ideological, religious and 
cultural belongings (Bachetta 2010). The title Baas Over Eigen Hoofd! (Boss Over One’s 
Own Head!) signals an attachment to feminism, in particular to the second-wave feminist 
movement Dolle Mina that famously used ‘Baas Over Eigen Buik!’ (Boss Over One’s Own 
Belly!) as its major slogan. By choosing this title, the feminist group BOEH! directly links 
itself to a particular movement and period in the history of feminism in the Flanders that 
famously argued for women’s reproductive rights, more specifically for women’s access to 
the contraceptive pill and abortion. This attachment to second-wave feminism – and Dolle 
Mina particularly – is not the effect of a “free-floating choice, it is rather a deeply situational 
one” (Bacchetta 2010: 84).  
All BOEH! members are highly politicised subjects. Some participate in feminist and 
anti-racist struggles as ethnic minority women in and outside their ethnic and religious 
minority communities, others participate in feminist and anti-racist struggles as white women. 
Two of the founding members of BOEH! directly participated in the Flemish movement Dolle 
Mina. From 1970 up until mid 1970s, Dolle Mina argued for women’s right to access to 
abortion and contraception, for more childcare facilities and playgrounds and against the 
unequal position of married women. This movement received a lot of media coverage because 
of their playful and provocative street actions, such as distributing ‘the pill’ to passers-by. 
Dolle Mina became an important symbol of second wave feminism in Flanders (de Smit 2003, 
van Molle 2004: 359-361). Up until the year 1990, in which abortion was legalised in Belgian 
law, Dolle Mina’s former members and allies helped women in need of an abortion through 
undercover abortion centers in Flanders or to receive a legal abortion in the Netherlands, 
where abortion was legalised already since 1984.
25
  
BOEH! directly connects to the struggles of the radical second wave feminist struggle 
for abortion by taking its slogan and adapt it to refer to the current headscarf debates and take 
this as its title – and in that way, ‘Boss Over One’s Own Belly!’ became ‘Boss Over One’s 
Own Head!’. Moreover, the radical second wave feminist emphasis on starting from women’s 
point of view and experiences and its struggle for equality and women’s self-determination in 
areas such as education, work and reproduction (de Loo 2005, Dequeecker & Roggeman 
2005) was taken up by BOEH! to argue for the headscarf as similarly a matter of women’s 
choice. As such, BOEH! is indebted to the second-wave feminist trope of women’s freedom 
of choice and women’s self-determination, exemplified by the second wave slogan ‘The 
Woman Decides!’ (De Vrouw Beslist!). During our interview, one of the former Dolle Mina 
members Elly explained this deliberate linking of feminist struggles throughout time in the 
following words:   
 
So one of our slogans is ‘Boss over one’s own head’, and we choose that deliberately. It refers 
to a long ago history, the abortion struggle of the 1970s in Belgium. In the Netherlands you 
didn’t have the abortion struggle in the same way, but we have experienced a very long 
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abortion struggle that took twenty years. It was a struggle for the right to abortion and it was 
about, as was Dolle Mina, becoming boss over your own belly. It was a struggle for the 
decriminalisation and legalisation of abortion, and for access to contraception. All of that was 
forbidden in Belgium for a long time, anticonception happened in hidden ways, and it wasn’t 
allowed to spread information about that. So a lot of people weren’t informed and they had 
unwanted pregnancies. So the abortion struggle about becoming boss in one’s own belly used 
the slogan ‘the woman decides’. We believed that the church and the government should not 
decide about that, but individual women should decide about that. You are free to have an 
abortion or not, you are free to use anticonception or not. It doesn’t matter which [choice you 
make], but you must have the freedom to choose. That is fundamentally a feminist perspective. 
It is about an emphasis on autonomous freedom of choice, on self-determination. It is about 
my body, and I decide about it. So for us, the headscarf is part of that, of self-determination. 
Whatever I put on or how I dress myself, and whatever certain clothing means to me, that is 
my own business. Especially when we deal with religious clothing or prescriptions that are 
religiously inspired or have a religious basis, we say ‘okay, yes, no one should judge that’, that 
is the freedom of choice of individual girls and women. Yes, that is our point of activism, our 
only point of activism.
26
 
 
BOEH!’s discourse revolves around notions of women’s freedom of choice and freedom of 
religion as a human right. They endorse a liberal-secular feminist standpoint and enlarge 
notions such as ‘autonomy’ and ‘freedom of choice’ in order to embrace the donning of the 
Islamic headscarf within the liberal framework (Mahmood 2005: 195). Today, the notion of 
choice and equal chances became an intrinsic part of liberal discourses in politics and society, 
at the expense of understandings of structural inequalities that impact upon the lives of 
individuals and groups in West-European societies (Bracke 2002: 10-11). It could be argued 
that a feminist argument based upon the notion of women’s free choice is in current West-
European political and cultural contexts hardly radical and may even buy into the post-
feminist neoliberal trope of the ‘exceptional woman’ and more general neoliberal and 
capitalist tropes about ‘grabbing your chances’ and individual economic responsibility and 
failure (Braidotti 2005). However, I argue that something more profound is going on here. 
BOEH!’s title and feminist language relates in the first place to the Islamic headscarf, which 
                                                          
26 Een van onze slogans is dus ‘baas over eigen hoofd’, en dat hebben we expres zo gekozen, dat verwijst eigenlijk naar heel 
lang geleden in de jaren zeventig van de vorige eeuw, naar de abortusstrijd in België, in Nederland hebben jullie die niet op 
dezelfde manier gekend, maar wij hebben hier een heel lange, twintig jaar durende abortusstrijd gekend, namelijk een 
strijd voor het recht op abortus, en dat ging om de, zoals Dolle Mina overigens ook natuurlijk, baas over eigen buik, uhm, 
baas in eigen buik was het dan he, het was een strijd, dat weet je, voor de vrijgeving van abortus, dat abortus zou 
toegelaten worden wettelijk, en voor het vrijgeven van anticonceptie. Heel lang was het ook in België verboden, van 
anticonceptie dat gebeurde allemaal stiekem, en de informatie daarover mocht niet verspreid worden, en dan waren 
mensen slecht op de hoogte, en werden ze ongewenst zwanger, enzo. Dus die abortusstrijd he, baas in eigen buik, daarvan 
was de slogan ‘de vrouw beslist’. Onze overtuiging was altijd ‘de kerk moet daarover niet beslissen, de overheid moet 
daarover niet beslissen, iedere vrouw moet beslissen, het staat je vrij om wel of niet abortus te plegen, het staat je vrij om 
wel of geen anticonceptie te gebruiken. Het maakt niet uit welke, maar je moet de keuzevrijheid hebben, dat is 
fundamenteel als feministische insteek. Ja, het is de nadruk op de autonome keuzevrijheid, op dat zelfbeschikkingsrecht. 
Het gaat over mijn lichaam, en ik beslis daarover. Dus, voor ons is de hoofddoek daar een deel van he. Die maakt deel uit 
van het zelfbeschikkingsrecht. Wat ik aandoe en hoe ik mij kleedt, en wat bepaalde kleding voor mij betekent, dat is mijn 
zaak. Zeker als het gaat over religieuze, uhm, enfin, kleding of voorschriften die religieus geïnspireerd zijn en een religieuze 
basis hebben, dan zeggen wij ‘oke, ja, daar moet niemand zijn oordeel over vellen’, dat is de keuzevrijheid van elk meisje en 
van elke vrouw, ja. En dat is ons punt van activisme, en dat is ons enig punt van activisme. 
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is in Flemish public debates constructed as predominantly a religious issue and is also partly 
constructed as such by BOEH! through its emphasis on freedom of religion. This means that 
BOEH! publicly connects a ‘religious’ issue to a feminist history and politics that are viewed 
and experienced as intensely secular, or even anti-religious. This is the case in particular in 
Belgium, where Catholic women’s organisations and Dolle Mina, Vrouwen Overleg Komitee 
and socialist feminists were divided on the issue of abortion – the Catholic women’s 
organisations arguing against abortion on the basis of moral grounds and Catholic official 
rejection. The struggle for abortion was experienced as one against the power of the Catholic 
church, the Catholic political party (CVP) and the Catholic monarchy (Dequeecker & 
Roggeman 2005). It follows that BOEH!, by its very title and object of its activism, unsettles 
assumptions regarding religion and women’s emancipation. The (initial) surprise and 
dismissal experienced by BOEH! members of especially leftist politicians, policy-makers, and 
journalists, but also women’s organisations and ethnic minority organisations, regarding the 
alternative images and narratives about Muslim women they provide, reveals that they touch 
upon common understandings about religion and women’s emancipation in ways that appear 
not legible for some and even unacceptable for others. During the interviews, several BOEH! 
members spoke about the surprise evoked by their very existence and the dismissal of their 
politics by those who find it an unacceptable unsettling of categories. The reactions BOEH! 
received reveal how the religious and the secular are constructed into two separate categories 
with the first encompassing the headscarf and the second the notion of women’s free choice. 
Bringing together the Islamic headscarf and women’s freedom of choice appears 
uncomfortable or unacceptable. It is not only that religion and religious issues are constructed 
as standing in opposite to women’s choice, it is especially Islam and Islamic practices that are 
perceived and constructed as such (Bracke 2007). Women’s bodies are the focal point of these 
opposing views regarding religion and women’s emancipation, which reveals dominant 
assumptions regarding ‘natural’ women’s bodies and sexuality as those that are unconstrained 
by religious dogma’s, rituals and sartorial prescriptions (Fadil 2011, Zito 2007). BOEH! 
member Fleur describes her observations on some of the reactions BOEH! received:  
 
…my observation is that in the time of the upcoming [headscarf] ban at schools, many more 
people within the Islamic community felt addressed by that problem [compared to non-
Muslims] because they send their children to school. A number of small groups emerged that 
aimed at a theological argument for the headscarf. They felt the headscarf to be a theological 
prescription and that they shouldn’t be withheld [from practicing it]. They started activism 
from that standpoint. So in that sense I do notice that not everyone can easily align with the 
feminist standpoint of BOEH!. That [BOEH!’s point of view] it is actually quite progressive 
and daring to do it that way, it is really a unique mixture of people and visions, yes it is a sort 
of confusion that did not yet exist. And so a lot of people can’t deal with that within the 
Islamic community as well as within the white women’s movement. They just don’t know 
what to do with it, they feel that ‘oops, they sit together, while they are believers and atheists, 
and some wear a headscarf and others don’t.’ Some really can’t situate that. And I notice that 
our position is not self-evident.
27
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 Zo heb ik gewoonlijk gemerkt dat dat, ja allee, mijn observatie was zo dat in die tijd dat er een verbod ging komen op 
scholen, toen waren er veel meer mensen in de islamitische gemeenschap die zich aangesproken voelden door dat 
probleem he, dat uw kinderen eigenlijk op school gaan. En toen zijn er wel een aantal groepjes ontstaan die wel veel meer 
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In the experience of BOEH! members, the dismissal of the existence and activism of BOEH! 
(initially) came from both Muslim communities as well as from white women’s organisations 
and from white people belonging to own circles of friends, colleagues and family. In these 
responses, the Islamic headscarf is constructed as a religious issue and a Muslim women’s 
issue only, with which white women have nothing to do with. From this perspective, it is 
difficult to understand why non-Muslim white women are engaged in a struggle for the right 
to choose for wearing the headscarf. Similarly, also part of the Muslim communities doesn’t 
understand why Muslim women would want to cooperate with non-Muslim women. In this 
context, BOEH! member Hajar speaks of a deeply ingrained mutual distrust between 
communities:   
 
…I think that is the difficult story of BOEH! – we are diverse, but a lot of people and 
organisations do not want to see this diversity. That is continuously questioned. And that is 
difficult for those who are part of it. For example, Anja, Elly and Fleur [the white BOEH! 
members] received many responses from their friends because they see them as figureheads of 
feminism and the feminist struggle of the 1970s, and now they seem to suddenly consort with 
Islamic fundamentalists, and so on. […] You need to learn to deal with that and give it some 
space, while these utterances of their friends do hurt the Muslim women in our group. […] 
And we do notice it with the Muslim women, I am addressed myself by Muslims who ask 
‘Are you going to be part of a group with them? We Muslims should deal with this issue!’ 
And they try to foist a unity [of Muslims]. While we think that diversity is BOEH!’s strength. 
And I notice that when I mention it [Muslims’ responses], the non-Muslim women in the 
group find that difficult. And so we experience firsthand the polarisation of our society 
entering BOEH!. And at the same time we have the feeling that within BOEH!, we are doing 
fine. And that we totally support its cause is in itself an interesting result, given the resistance 
we get in our private lives. Because we are a diverse group, [while] the distrust from both 
groups, from Muslims towards non-Muslims and vice versa, that distrust is very much a 
reality. The sense is that non-Muslims are unreliable and will stab you in the back in the end. 
And non-Muslims say the same about Muslims.
28
      
                                                                                                                                                                                     
vanuit theologische wilden pleiten voor een hoofddoekje. Dat je niet echt zegt van tegen een hoofddoeken verbod, maar 
die echt zoiets hadden van ‘dat is een theologische verplichting om een hoofddoek te dragen en dus kun je dat ons niet 
ontnemen’, dus die meer vanuit dat standpunt actie begonnen te voeren. Dus in die zin merk ik ook wel dat dus niet 
iedereen zo gemakkelijk achter dat feministische standpunt van BOEH! kan staan. Allee, dat dat eigenlijk toch wel heel 
progressief en gedurfd is om op die manier, allee dat is gewoon echt, dat is een soort nieuwe unieke mix van mensen, van 
visies, van, ja een soort confusie die nog niet bestond ofzo he. En veel mensen kunnen daar niet goed mee om, en dat is 
zowel binnen de islamitische gemeenschap als bijvoorbeeld binnen de witte vrouwenbeweging, dat ze gewoon niet weten 
wat ze ermee moeten doen, zo van ‘oei, dat zit nu bij elkaar, dat zijn gelovigen en atheïsten bij elkaar, en sommigen hebben 
wel een hoofddoek en sommigen niet’. Sommigen kunnen dat echt niet plaatsen. En nu merk ik ook wel dat die positie niet 
echt evident is ofzo. 
28 En dat wordt continu ook in vraag gesteld. En ik weet wel, en dat is ook wel een beetje het moeilijke voor diegenen die 
erin zitten, bijvoorbeeld Anja en Elly en Fleur, dat die heel veel reacties krijgen van hun vriendenkring bijvoorbeeld. Omdat 
ze dan als voorbeeld worden genomen van het feminisme en de strijd in de jaren 70, en dat ze nu plots mee heulen met 
islam fundamentalisten en zo verder. […] en ge moet er ergens mee leren omgaan, het de ruimte trachten te geven en zo 
verder, waarbij die uitspraken van hun vriendenkring soms de moslima’s in de groep enorm kwetsen. […]En we merken dat 
bijvoorbeeld bij de moslima’s in de groep ook, dat ge zelf door moslims wordt aangesproken, zo van gaat ge met hen in een 
groep zitten?, en is dat wel.. wij moslims doen het wel! En die een eenheid proberen aan te praten. Terwijl wij juist die 
diversiteit de sterkte vinden van BOEH!. En ge merkt ook dat als dat dan binnen wordt gebracht, dat ook de niet-moslima’s 
het daar moeilijk mee hebben natuurlijk. En dat ge dan ook aan den lijve soms ondervindt dat die polarisering in onze 
samenleving ook binnendringt in BOEH!. En dat dat soms gesprekken ook moeilijk kan maken. Maar toch tegelijkertijd het 
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Coming from various ethnic and religious-secular backgrounds, and consciously naming 
themselves feminists and practicing feminist activism in new and unexpected ways, BOEH! 
members are able to open up discussions and help to create new understandings about religion 
and women’s emancipation in multicultural societies. Gender studies theorist Paola Bacchetta 
(2010) analyses the conscious processes of self-naming among French feminist and queer 
groups resulting in self-namings that are to outsiders simply unintelligible or previously 
unheard of. She considers these processes of self-naming as a..  
 
…vital enactment for life. Self-naming is how we recognize our selves and each other as 
subjects through the fog. The auto-designations […] operate as signs with which to make new 
sense of one’s self, inhabit the world differently (perhaps more gently), open what was closed 
off (Bacchetta 2010: 91). 
 
In short, The BOEH! members, through their feminist self-naming and activism, unsettle 
dominant understandings about religion and women’s emancipation in a secularising society. 
However, the fact that BOEH! strategically opts for using liberal-secular feminist language 
and avoids religious terminology and writing and claims-making, can at times be a sacrifice 
for Muslim BOEH! members who draw in their activism partly on religious inspiration and 
critique.    
 
 
6.4. Critiquing Power Relations Between Feminisms and Their 
Temporalities  
 
Flemish public debates about migration, integration and the multicultural society are partly 
focused on migrant women’s emancipation and gender and sexual equality within migrant 
communities (Coene & Longman 2006). Islam is commonly constructed as a cultural-
religious formation that stands in opposition to the freedom and equality of women and non-
heterosexual subjects. The equality of women and freedom of expression for sexual minorities 
are supposedly fully achieved in and therefore a hallmark of modern and secular Western 
liberal-democratic societies, in opposition to non-Western societies, cultures and religions 
(Coene & Longman 2004, Huijgens 2014, Longman 2013). Moreover, in Flanders, white 
feminists never reached a consensus about attitudes towards Islam, Muslims and Muslim 
feminists and continue to question the possibility of feminism or women’s emancipation 
within Islamic frameworks (Bracke 2007, S’Jegers 2005), often starting from the assumption 
that “Islam and women’s emancipation seem to clash almost inevitably and violently” (Arteel, 
Muller, de Metsenaere & Bossaert 2007: 7). According to Rosi Braidotti, these figurations are 
part of the larger phenomenon in West-European societies of what she calls post-feminist neo-
                                                                                                                                                                                     
gevoel hebben van binnen BOEH! zitten wij goed. En er volledig achterstaan vind ik op zich wel een interessant resultaat dat 
ondanks dat ge zoveel tegenkanting krijgt in uw privéleven bijvoorbeeld. Omdat ge met zo’n diverse groep zit, of dat het 
wantrouwen van beide groepen trouwens, zowel van moslims ten aanzien van niet-moslims en vice versa, dat dat 
wantrouwen enorm leeft, zo van ze gaan u ooit een mes in de rug steken want ze zijn onbetrouwbaar. En dan van de 
andere kant ook over moslims hetzelfde zeggen. 
130 
liberalism that is essentially a form of historical amnesia as it rejects the sense of a common 
connection between women (2005: 4). One of the main characteristics of post-feminist neo-
liberalism is its profound ethno-centrism, which Braidotti describes as such:    
 
[I]t takes the form of a contradictory and racist position, which argues along civilization or 
ethnic lines. It is complicitous with a neo-liberal discourse about white supremacy, namely 
that our women (Western, Christian, mostly white and raised in the tradition of secular 
Enlightenment) are already liberated and thus do not need any more social incentives or 
emancipatory policies. ‘Their women’, however, (non-Western, non-Christian, mostly not 
white and alien to the Enlightenment tradition) are still backward and need to be targeted for 
special emancipatory social actions or even more belligerent forms of enforced ‘liberation’. 
This simplistic notion […] re-instates a worldview based on colonial lines of demarcation. It 
fails to see the gray areas in between the pretentious claim that feminism has already 
succeeded in the West and the equally false statement that feminism is non-existent outside 
this region. As far as I am concerned, those in-between degrees of complexity are the only 
ones that matter and they should be put at the centre of the agenda (2005: 5).  
 
The BOEH! members provide critique regarding the tensed relationship between women’s 
movements established by white women and movements of feminists who are members of 
ethnic minorities, which emerges from the public debates and the ethnocentric standpoints of 
some white feminists. They reflect on this relationship in terms of multiple models of 
emancipation but also in terms of power and the construction of temporalities, in which 
migrant women – especially Muslim women – come to figure as ‘lagging behind’ free and 
emancipated white women. BOEH! members are instead concerned with expressing some of 
the, as Braidotti puts it, gray areas of complexity (2005: 5). The following excerpt of the 
interview with Salwa demonstrates the ways in which BOEH! members deconstruct the 
position of interrogation in which Muslim women find themselves and the temporalities 
associated with feminisms of white women and feminisms of ethnic minority women:      
 
The BOEH! struggle is very tiring. While we are like please, give us some time, give us the 
means, and leave us some time alone, leave the Muslim women alone. Let them wear the 
headscarf or not wear the headscarf, it doesn’t matter whether someone chooses herself to 
wear or not to wear it, just leave us.. Give us the chance to start lessons here, workshops, 
lectures, I don’t know what, to inform people better, and to provide a counterweight to radical 
proclamations of Islam. […] For me it [feminism] starts at the point where every individual 
woman chooses to do something without being dictated by others about what she should do. 
That is where it starts. When you start to do that, so yes, the women’s movement, the classic 
women’s movement, already gave her interpretations of that. And what they often try to say is 
‘Yes, but you try to put us a 100 years back in time!’ Because we are often charged with that. 
‘We struggled for a 100 years, and you put us 100 years back in time by explaining away the 
headscarf.’ We do not explain away the headscarf! And this is in fact really a non-discussion 
we are having with the Women’s Council [the Dutch-speaking umbrella women’s 
organisation], which is actually the women’s movement of Flanders. And the discussion stops 
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there, because they are like ‘No, we know better, we went through it, and you have to learn 
from us’ (laughing).29 
 
The attitude of some white feminists towards BOEH!’s feminism as a ‘step back in time’ is 
probably expressed mainly in relation to BOEH!’s politics regarding the Islamic headscarf in 
terms of women’s choice. According to sociologist Isabella Rigoni, a number of French 
feminists view Islam in an essentialist manner and construct it as an ‘archaism’ in opposition 
to feminism (2004: 89-90). As the headscarf is commonly understood to be a religious issue 
pertaining to women, it seems to remind also some white feminists in Flanders of the recent 
past in which Catholic authorities and Catholic gendered social teachings and morality, as 
well as a rejection of sexuality to oriented towards procreation, were a much more prominent 
part of culture and politics than they are today (van Osselaer 2013, Pasture 2004, 
Vancauwenberghe 2007). The Catholic culture and society of the recent past is nowadays 
constructed in feminist discourse as a time of women’s inequality and oppression that is 
largely overcome through the diminishing role of Catholic authorities in politics, culture and 
society and of Catholic faith among the population. In feminist charges against the Islamic 
headscarf, the latter comes to stand as a symbol of an irrational and female-unfriendly 
religious past. It follows that discouraging or even banning the headscarf is seen as repressing 
the come-back of irrational and oppressive religion. In that sense, the increasing public 
visibility of Islam, and the Islamic headscarf in particular, in fact stand in for everything that 
is despicable and frightening about Catholicism. Rigoni speaks about the response of French 
feminists to the headscarf similarly in terms of ‘stepping back’ in time: 
 
According to a specific secular discourse that refers to the Enlightenment, the headscarf 
imprisons persons who in the first place should be considered as human beings. According to a 
specific feminist discourse, the wearing of the headscarf by persons who are first of all women 
is a step back in time regarding the accomplishments achieved after fierce struggle by ‘free’ 
women (Rigoni 2004: 89, translation mine).  
 
BOEH! members sense that the notion of women’s sexual liberation has a lot to do with the 
idea of a break with the recent Flemish Catholic past. They critique the tendency to equate 
feminism or women’s emancipation narrowly with women’s sexual liberation and put forward 
the claim that there are other routes towards emancipation that are not focused on women’s 
bodies and sexuality alone and are not necessarily in opposition to or a rejection of religion. 
                                                          
29 En dat probeer ik dan ook mee op te nemen in onze strijd, maar ik zeg het, het is zo vermoeid, het BOEH! gevecht (lacht). 
Terwijl we zoiets hebben van eigenlijk geeft ons de tijd, geef ons de varia, laat ons gewoon effe met rust (lacht), en laat de 
moslimvrouwen met rust, laat ze hun hoofddoek al dan niet aandoen, maakt niet uit of iemand er zelf voor kiest of niet 
voor kiest, maar laat ons gewoon.. geef ons de kans om hier ja lessen te starten, uhm vormingen, lezingen, weet ik veel, om 
de mensen beter te informeren, om een tegengewicht te bieden aan de extreme verkondiging van de islam. […]Voor mij 
begint het als elke vrouw kiest om iets te doen en dat de anderen haar niet dicteren wat dat ze moet doen. Dat is voor mij, 
daar begint het. Als je dat begint te doen, zoals ja de vrouwenbeweging, dus de standaard of de klassieke vrouwen 
beweging, haar invullingen reeds heeft gegeven, want heel vaak proberen ze ook aan te halen van ‘ja, maar jullie proberen 
ons 100 jaar terug te doen keren!’ Want dat verwijt krijgen wij heel vaak he. ‘En wij hebben 100 jaar gestreden, en jullie 
doen ons 100 jaar terug keren door die hoofddoek goed te spreken.’ Wij spreken de hoofddoek niet goed! Maar als die 
vrouwen ervoor kiezen, dan heeft ze daar alle recht toe. En dat is eigenlijk een beetje een non-discussie die wij echt wel tot 
nu toe met de Koepel der Vrouwen’, eigenlijk de vrouwenbeweging van Vlaanderen, de Vrouwen Raad he. En dan stop die 
discussie, want zij vinden van nee, wij weten dat beter, wij hebben dat doorgemaakt, en jullie gaan van ons leren (lacht). 
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At the same time, BOEH!’s activism is also focused upon women’s bodies, more specifically 
– and similarly to radical second wave feminist claims – on women’s right to choose how to 
dress. In that sense, BOEH! links with representations of radical second wave feminism that 
also seem to be focused on the freedom of women’s bodies (Göle 2011) to dress and act the 
way they want to. In this excerpt from the interview with Meike, we see how BOEH! 
members link BOEH! to radical second wave feminism through a focus on women’s choice 
and women’s bodies, but simultaneously delink from a narrow association of women’s 
emancipation with sexual liberation expressed by particular women’s clothing:   
 
…yes, everyone should be able to wear what she wants. And if [this means that] we will see a 
cleavage, well you may wear a cleavage, yes, but I will be confronted with that. But a 
headscarf is suddenly well, it seems to be very confronting. Yes, all sorts of clothing 
expressions can be confronting to some people more than to others. And yes, it is often a 
matter of taste as well. But does that mean that someone is less emancipated, or more 
emancipated when showing breasts, just because it is common nowadays, and you do that too? 
That is such bullshit. […] So [the idea is that] if she does not wear a headscarf, she is liberated 
too. That is what it boils down to. It is very black and white. I mean, if they take off the 
headscarf, they are free and emancipated too, they are liberated too. Yes, that of course makes 
no sense. But it was similar in the Netherlands, [I mean] the major critique of what used to be 
called the black and migrant women department. Yes, they told Western or Dutch Western 
feminists that ‘you want to emancipate and liberate us in the same way as you have done it 
yourself, but we have a different kind of struggle’.30   
 
However, BOEH!’s discourse about the headscarf in terms of women’s choice and freedom of 
religion – despite its localisation of the headscarf as something that belongs to modern times 
and as something that can be a practice of emancipated women – seems to be unable to undo 
leftist and feminist equations of the Islamic headscarf with a return of a religious past with 
oppressive gendered roles and morals.         
 BOEH! members realise that power is implicated in the construction of the categories 
of religious women and secular women, and in the rather impermeable distinction between 
Muslim and non-Muslim women. As a critique to the hierarchy implied by such labels, 
throughout its years of activism, BOEH! started to try to think and practice beyond them. This 
resulted in the BOEH! members’ decision to not speak and write in terms of identity labels 
anymore, but to consistently and only use ‘we’ in referring to the platform’s members. Some 
BOEH! members experienced this coming to a sense of ‘we’ as a great and important 
                                                          
30 … ja iedereen moet toch kunnen dragen wat ie wil, uhm dan zien we een decolleté nou dan draag je een decolleté, ja 
maar daar wordt ik mee geconfronteerd. Maar een hoofddoek is dan opeens nou, dat is toch wel heel erg confronterend. 
Ja, alles wat je aan kleding uiting, kan voor de een confronterender zijn dan voor de ander. En ja, vaak is het ook een 
kwestie van smaak, ik bedoel.. Maar ja, is iemand daarom minder of meer geëmancipeerd, ben je geëmancipeerder omdat 
je je borsten laat zien, omdat dat dat tegenwoordig zo gewoon is, dat je dat moet laten doen? Dat is toch gelul. […]dus als 
ze geen hoofddoek dragen, zijn zij ook bevrijd. Daar komt het eigenlijk op neer. Even zwart-wit he. Ik bedoel, als ze die 
hoofddoek afdoen, dan zijn ze ook vrij, dan zijn ze ook geëmancipeerd, dan zijn ze ook uhm bevrijd. Ja, dat slaat natuurlijk 
helemaal nergens op. Maar dat is natuurlijk wel, in Nederland ook altijd zo geweest, de grote kritiek van wat dan vroeger 
heette de zwarte en migrantenvrouwen afdeling, ja die zeiden jullie Westerse of jullie Nederlandse Westerse feministen, 
jullie willen dat wij ons emanciperen en bevrijden op dezelfde manier als jullie hebben gedaan, maar onze strijd is een 
andere. 
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achievement in the face of the political and social dominance of the constructions of ‘us’ and 
‘them’. Layla puts this achievement as follows:  
 
At a certain moment we had a discussion about a text describing who is [part of] BOEH!. In 
the first text a lot of categories were used, [for example:] ‘BOEH! is a activist platform that 
consists of Muslim women and non-Muslim women, allochtonous women and other women.’ 
(laughing) That kind of stuff. The fact that we came at a certain moment at a description of 
BOEH! without using all those categories, but about which everyone felt comfortable, and 
which clearly included all of us, I find that an important achievement. [It is an achievement 
because] We reflected about it and didn’t prefer the use of all those categories, and [because] 
we found a description despite our different kinds of diversity. I found that.. It seems to be 
something silly, because other more heated discussions took place, but for me it was at that 
moment a meaningful achievement.
31
  
 
While BOEH! continues to be questioned in terms of the feminist collaboration of Muslim 
women and non-Muslim women, its abolishment of those labels provides a critique not so 
much of the existence of identity labels, but rather a critique of the hierarchy between them in 
a context of power inequalities (McLaughlin 2003: 12). Its critique on the power relations 
between women and feminisms in the Flemish context as they intersect with ethnicity and 
religion became the stepping stone for arriving at a new perspective on feminism. This 
perspective is moreover a critique on the larger political and social discourse of post-feminist 
neo-liberalism, as it is foremost informed by a profound sense of the connections between 
women (Braidotti 2005: 4).   
 
 
6.5. Feminist and Religious Identities  
 
BOEH! members are questioned by and speak critically to different audiences, such as 
politicians, policy-makers, school boards and the media, but also white women’s 
organisations and Muslim communities’ organisations. The Muslim BOEH! activists find 
themselves questioned about the possibility of them being feminists in the first place, whereas 
the white BOEH! activists do not find themselves questioned in the same way – a situation 
that emerges from the assumption that one cannot be a committed and practicing Muslim and 
a feminist at the same time. Both in academic and activist debates, the term ‘Islamic 
feminism’ as well as its referents are subjects of controversy and disagreement (Badran 2001, 
Bracke 2007, Mir-Hosseini 2011, Moghadam 2002, Tohidi 2003, Winter 2001). Islamic 
                                                          
31 Op een bepaald moment was er een discussie over we hadden al een tekst over wie dat BOEH! is. Uhm, de allereerste 
tekst, maar daar stonden heel veel categorieën in he, ‘BOEH! is een actieplatform dat bestaat uit moslim en niet-moslim 
vrouwen en allochtone en andere vrouwen’ (lacht), dat soort zaken. En het feit dat we op een bepaald moment tot een 
uhm omschrijving zijn gekomen van BOEH! zonder al die categorieën, maar waar dat iedereen zich uhm in kon vinden, en 
die iedereen ook duidelijk omvatte, dat vond ik wel een belangrijk verwezenlijking, dat we daar een [ten eerste] bij stil 
stonden, dat we daar niet voor te vinden waren zo al die categorieën, en uhm dat we een omschrijving hebben gevonden 
ondanks al die verschillende soorten diversiteit die ons toch allemaal omvatte, dat vond ik wel.. Dat lijkt iets heel stoms, 
want er zijn nog andere heftigere discussies plaatsgevonden, maar voor mij was dat op dat moment een betekenisvolle 
verwezenlijking. 
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feminism can be concisely defined as “a feminist discourse and practice articulated within an 
Islamic paradigm” (Badran 2005: 242). The Muslim BOEH! activists’ expressions of 
feminism – in the context of a society that largely dismisses the possibility of religiously 
practicing Muslim women being feminists but also in a setting that lacks a history of public 
Muslim women’s feminism and is not familiar with any well-known established Muslim 
women’s movement – are constructed from scratch through charting new ways of thinking 
and practicing both feminism and Islam. Iranian legal anthropologist Ziba Mir-Hosseini 
(2011) argues that the ambivalence that many women – Muslims and non-Muslims, religious 
or not – feel towards either the feminist or the religious aspects of their identities forms the 
subtext of most feminist academic and activist narratives on Islamic feminism. She continues: 
 
[D]ebates on this phenomenon often become a battlefield where the basic issues at stake are 
unspoken. Among them are the vexed relationship between feminism and religion and the 
common but implicit assumption that feminism can only emerge and flourish when religion is 
relegated to the private space that to a large extent shaped the development of feminism in 
Western contexts. The privatization of religion became one of the main tenets of feminism, 
seen as a prerequisite for the development of a feminist consciousness and a movement (Mir-
Hosseini 2011: 1-2)  
 
Els Vanderwaeren (2004) describes how highly educated Muslim women in Flanders 
increasingly acquire the intellectual skills and instruments to shape their personal 
understanding and practice of Islam in an informed manner. These Muslim women claim the 
right to interpret Islam according to their own visions and needs as members of Islamic 
minority communities in the West. To further improve Muslim women’s position and 
opportunities it is crucial that they are taken seriously by members of their own Muslim 
communities as well by the society at large. Mir-Hosseini (2011) feels the term Islamic 
feminism lost usefulness as a descriptive or analytical category, as it has become too loaded 
with disputed meanings and implications. The term has become enmeshed in both global and 
local political power struggles, especially in the aftermath of the 11 September 2001 attacks, 
the U.S. politics of the ‘war on terror’ and the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq – both 
partially justified as promoting democracy and women’s rights in Islamic countries. Mir-
Hosseini therefore suggests alternative approaches to Muslim women’s activism, starting 
from their own experiences, such as through the examination of their personal and 
sociopolitical trajectories in Islam and feminism, in their own specific contexts. In order to 
start such explorations, we may ask: 
 
How do they experience their faith? What is their understanding of Islam’s textual sources? 
How do they engage with the patriarchal legal tradition? What were their inner thoughts, the 
experiences that shaped their feminist consciousness, their hesitations, their fears, their 
silences? (Mir-Hosseini 2011: 2)  
 
In this section, I am precisely intending to do that – to conduct an exploration of the 
trajectories of the Muslim BOEH! activists in Islam and feminism through their own 
narratives they provided me with during our interview conversations.   
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The Muslim BOEH! activists’ public identifications with feminism are a social 
practice (Anthias 2002) that enfolds within a locally specific context and is not in any way 
self-evident. Layla, for example, discussed the difficulty for Muslim women to define 
themselves as feminists vis-à-vis the common assumption of the impossibility of any 
intersection between Islam and feminism (Najmabadi 2008): 
 
By continuously responding to negative.. statements about the woman, about Muslim women, 
you tend to defend yourself, and to identify as all that which contradicts that which they assert. 
But as a human being, you are much more than only the contrary of what they assert. I am not 
only the non-oppressed or non-backward or working Muslim woman, I am much more than 
that. And when you are involved in a struggle, you sometimes forget about that. You are so 
busy with proving that you are not stupid, not backward, not oppressed, not.. that you don’t 
have time left to express what you actually are, so much more.
32
 
 
This quote demonstrates that to gain recognition for the self-definition as a Muslim woman 
and a feminist requires a lot of work. During the interviews, the Muslim women of BOEH! 
spoke about how they became feminists and/or developed as feminists in and through BOEH!. 
Several decided to travel to the U.S. to take some courses on Islam and feminism provided by 
the U.S.-based Muslim feminist lawyers’ organization Karamah, founded in 1993 and chaired 
by the well-known feminist Muslim lawyer Azizah al-Hibri whose academic and activist 
work on women’s rights within Islam (e.g. 2000, 2001, 2003, 2005) aims to support the rights 
of Muslim women worldwide. To that end, Karamah organises and maintains educational 
programs, jurisprudential scholarship and a network of Muslim jurists and leaders. It provides 
Muslim women with the essential tools and knowledge to promote reform in their own 
communities worldwide.
33
 According to sociologist Valentine Moghadam, 
 
The efforts of believing women of the monotheistic faiths to subject their religious texts to a 
feminist rereading, or to locate and emphasize the women-friendly and egalitarian precepts 
within their religious texts, are to be supported. This is a legitimate and historically necessary 
strategy to improve the status of women and to modernize religious thought (2002: 1162). 
 
Several Muslim women of BOEH! are at the moment of writing involved in setting up a 
European Karamah branch in Brussels in order to bring international discussions about 
women’s rights and emancipation held within Islamic frameworks to the Belgian context. 
According to Zeynab, being involved with Karamah changed very much the Muslim BOEH! 
members’ understandings of both feminism and Islam, and helped them to create their own 
sense and practices of feminism and Islam: 
 
                                                          
32
 Het neemt ook heel veel van uw vrijheid ook hé op een bepaald moment. En door continu te reageren op negatieve uhm 
uitlatingen over de vrouw, over moslimvrouwen, hebt ge de neiging om in de verdediging te gaan, en uzelf te identificeren 
als al hetgeen, als het tegengestelde van al hetgeen dat zij beweren. Maar als mens ben je natuurlijk meer dan het 
tegengestelde dan hetgeen dat  zij beweren. Ik ben niet alleen de niet-onderdrukte of de niet-achterlijke of de niet-
werkende moslimvrouw, ik ben ook nog zoveel meer. En als ge in zo’n strijd bezig zijt, dan vergeet ge dat soms. Dat je zo 
bezig bent met gewoon te bewijzen dat je niet dom bent, niet achterlijk, niet onderdrukt, niet.. Dat je gewoon geen tijd 
hebt om te zeggen wat ge eigenlijk wel zijt, zoveel meer. 
33
 http://karamah.org/board-of-directors/dr-azizah-al-hibri-esq-3, accessed 12 January 2014.  
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The Muslim women really evolved their feminism. They learned through time to give meaning 
to feminism. This counts for Layla, Hajar and myself. This is because of BOEH!, but also 
because we followed a course about Islam and feminism in the U.S. Layla and Hajar went 
first, and they returned very much changed. After that, I also went, and I also returned strongly 
changed. Feminism started to make much more sense.
34
           
 
These BOEH! members established contacts with some well-known Islamic feminist thinkers 
during their stay in the U.S. and use these contacts to organise at times lectures and events 
about Islam and feminism in Belgium. Similar to Flemish Christian feminists, who went 
during the 1980s to the U.S. and the Netherlands to meet and discuss with well-known 
Catholic feminist theologians (Decoene & Lambelin 2009), the Muslim feminists of BOEH! 
establish international collaborations and feel much inspired by Islamic feminist thinking 
taking place today predominantly in the U.S. Feminisms – also religious feminisms in 
Flanders – always have had transnational connections an collaborations and should never be 
considered as local movements only (Carlier 2010a).     
 The Muslim women of BOEH! started to rethink both feminism and Islam in relation 
to their working lives, personal lives and activism. Throughout the process of developing 
multiple critiques directed at several audiences (Cooke 2000), they construct their feminist 
and religious identities in new and interrelated ways. Salwa, for example, told me about how 
she uses historical and Islamic hermeneutical arguments to discuss religious practices with 
those around her at her work at a Moroccan social-cultural organisation and thereby evokes 
new reflections and ideas that might affect some individual lives. She does so by starting from 
the assumptions that according to Islam, men and women are of equal value and that 
historically, Islam evolved in different ways within various socio-cultural settings. She 
describes the ways in which she incorporates Islamic feminist thinking within her work with 
members of the Muslim Moroccan community of Antwerp:  
 
In the Quran, it [the story of the woman being created from the first man’s rib] actually 
doesn’t exist. […] It is a hadith [tradition about the sayings and deeds of the Prophet and his 
followers] by Abu Hurayra, who adopted the story [from the Christian tradition]. No one ever 
questioned that. But now, due to the rising women’s movement within the Muslim community 
and the Islamic world, more women start to study the Qur’an and recover it, and say ‘It [the 
story of the Creation] is actually incorrect! This is not of the Qur’an, but it is traditionally 
adopted from another faith, but in Islam it doesn’t exist.’ [According to the Qur’an,] One soul 
was created and out of that both man and woman were created. So both are of equal value to 
one another. And you can discuss all other things from there, that is [the question of] where 
did the idea of women’s subordination come from? And I tell all of this to my new trainee, and 
she responds that she didn’t know about all that. […] There are the lessons of very 
conservative people and yes, they [Muslim women and girls] hear about these issues, about 
how a woman is supposed to behave. And they accept it as the truth without questioning it. 
                                                          
34 …de moslim vrouwen zijn echt in hun feminisme geëvolueerd. Ze hebben gaandeweg geleerd om daar invulling aan te 
geven. Dat geldt onder meer voor Layla, Hajar en mij. Dit komt door BOEH!, maar ook omdat wij een cursus over islam en 
feminisme in de VS hebben gevolgd. Layla en Hajar gingen al eerst, en kwam echt veranderd terug. Vervolgens ben ik ook 
gegaan, en ook ik kwam sterk veranderd terug. Het feminisme is veel meer gaan landen. 
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But actually, as Muslims we should question everything. As long as someone cannot prove 
that it is present in the Qur’an, I don’t accept it. I personally don’t accept it.35          
 
The Muslim feminists of BOEH! reconstruct Islam through their feminist commitments to 
integrate notions of equality, learning, diversity and tolerance as part of their religious 
subjectivities. These notions are not experienced as ‘new’ or ‘alien’ to Islam, but as 
intrinsically part of the Islamic message. Through these reconstructions, and the ethical work 
it requires, Islam emerges as a framework and path for women’s emancipation (Vanderwaeren 
2004, Badran 2005, Silvestri 2008). 
 Several Muslim feminists of BOEH! told me that they saw themselves as feminists 
before they became BOEH! activists. However, they learned to see and practice feminism in 
new ways through their BOEH! activism. Layla, for example, told me how through time she 
started to perceive feminism in a more nuanced way and to contextualise it in a broader way. 
Her vision on feminism transformed from the idea of claims articulated by and on behalf of 
women to a standpoint that considers women’s rights as an important part of the framework of 
human rights. Layla’s membership of BOEH! resulted in new knowledge about feminism and 
experience in activism, but also to transformations in her personal religious life. She situates 
her process of feminist and religious becoming within the cultural-religious context of her 
belonging to the Moroccan Muslim community. She puts this transformation in the following 
words:   
 
..I went to the very first meeting as a Muslim woman who wears a headscarf. And.. after the 
first few meetings I wasn’t the same person anymore. I was a human being, a woman, who 
committed herself to a certain struggle that went much beyond those characteristics or touched 
upon much more than those characteristics. Yes, throughout time my convictions changed 
very much, also my religious beliefs. But I do not know whether that was because of BOEH! 
[only], because I already questioned many things before I joined BOEH!. But BOEH! and the 
discussions within BOEH! did partly shape a number of issues. The ideas and questions I 
already had were reinforced or not yet, and that was good.. So it did help me to redefine 
myself, such as a human being is always doing. At that moment, it was crucial for many 
issues. And a number of issues spoken about within BOEH! touching upon the sidelines of the 
[public] debates, led me to construct alternative ideas. Ideas that felt connected to the person I 
wanted to be. Yes, that felt much better, more right to me.
36
         
                                                          
35
 Maar als je gaat kijken binnen de koran daar bestaat het eigenlijk niet. […] Ja het is een hadith van Abu Huraira, die heeft 
eigenlijk dat verhaal ja eigenlijk over genomen. En dat is eigenlijk, niemand heeft dat ooit in vraag gesteld, maar nu door de 
opkomende vrouwen beweging binnen de moslim gemeenschap en de islam wereld he, meer vrouwen gaan zich verdiepen 
in de koran en halen het terug naar boven, van he dit klopt niet! Dat is helemaal niet van de koran, dat is maar iets dat 
traditie getrouw is overgenomen van een ander geloof, maar in de islam bestaat dat niet. Er is wel een ziel geschapen, en 
vanuit die ziel is de man en de vrouw geschapen. Dus beiden alle twee zijn gelijkwaardig aan elkaar. En dan kan je de rest 
terug in discussie stellen. De rest is eigenlijk, van waar komt dat dat vrouwen uhm dat men er vanuit gaat dat vrouwen 
ondergeschikt zijn aan de man. Dus, ja en dan vertel je dat aan zo’n stagaire en die zegt dan van o, dat wist ik niet.. […] Er 
zijn dan ook lessen van de meest conservatieve mensen die dat ze geven, en ja ze krijgen zulke zaken te horen, van hoe de 
vrouw zich hoort te gedragen en zij nemen dat voor waarheid aan zonder dat in vraag te stellen. Eigenlijk als moslims 
moeten we alles in vraag stellen. Alles wat dat gij, zolang dat iemand niet kan aantonen van het staat hier in de koran, en de 
hadith dat is eigenlijk het benadrukken van of de uitleg over die soera. Maar anders nemen ik er geen genoegen mee, ik 
persoonlijk neem er geen genoegen mee. 
36 … ik ben naar die allereerste vergadering gegaan als moslimvrouw die een hoofddoek draagt. En … na de eerste paar 
vergaderingen was ik allang niet meer die persoon binnen BOEH!. Ik was gewoon een mens, een vrouw, die een bepaalde 
138 
 
Feminist and religious views and practices co-construct one another in the narratives of the 
Muslim activists of BOEH!. Religious views, however, can also at times become 
(temporarily) sidelined in order to give priority to feminist commitments. For example, Hajar 
explained me that although the issue of abortion doesn’t fit within her personal religious 
framework, she is willing to stand up for women’s right to access to safe abortion because of 
her principle of feminist solidarity. That way, Hajar constructs her religious view on abortion 
as a personal issue only that doesn’t interfere with practicing feminist solidarity with those 
who take up pro-abortion stances out of feminist commitments. Hajar puts the issue in the 
following words: 
 
And I would at any time be prepared to support her in that. Just as I am personally against 
abortion, but I would say ‘I am prepared to support you in that’, if you find it really that 
important and that this is a choice that women should be able to make. That is okay, even if it 
supposedly doesn’t fit within my religious framework. I think that such a solidarity crosses 
certain boundaries you have put in place yourself. It may even go against your personal 
viewpoint about how life should be shaped or how you construct your life.
37
   
 
Through the radical claim for women’s freedom of choice and a radical notion of feminist 
solidarity, Hajar demonstrates that feminist and religious identity can be reconstructed 
simultaneously into something new by reconsidering issues such as abortion and religious 
dress – which are often considered as part of either a strict secular feminist politics or a 
religious politics – as both ultimately subject women’s choice and solidarity. Also other 
BOEH! members provided interesting thoughts on the topic of feminist solidarity. I will 
explore this issue of feminist solidarity further in the next section in terms of a shared struggle 
of secular and religious feminists and its local meanings and implications. 
 
 
6.6. Rethinking Feminist Solidarity 
 
The secular/religion divide is currently taken up and reinforced by politicians and opinion-
makers in West-European public debates to promote anti-religious and xenophobic agenda’s. 
At times, also in Flanders, feminist discourses are used to critique Islam and/or Muslim 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
strijd aanging die veel verder reikte dan die eigenschappen of die veel meer raakte dan die eigenschappen. En ja, doorheen 
de tijd zijn mijn eigen overtuigingen heel erg veranderd, zelfs mijn religieuze overtuigingen. Maar ik weet niet of dat door 
BOEH! was, want ik stelde al heel veel dingen in vraag voordat ik in BOEH! ging. Maar BOEH! en al die discussies binnen 
BOEH! hebben een aantal zaken mee vormgegeven. Ideeën die ik al had, uhm vragen die ik al had, [werden] bevestigd of 
nog niet, en dat was wel goed. … Dus het heeft mij wel geholpen in het gewoon mijzelf herdefiniëren, zoals een mens altijd 
blijft doen. Op dat moment was dat wel echt cruciaal voor heel veel zaken. En een aantal zaken die binnen BOEH! ter sprake 
kwamen en die in de zijlijn van het debat werden geraakt, maakten dat ik zelf heel andere ideeën ben beginnen te vormen. 
Ideeën die voor mij veel beter aansloten bij de persoon die ik was of wilde zijn. Ja, die veel beter aanvoelden, juister voor 
mijzelf.  
37 En dan zou ik ten allen tijde ook bereid zijn om haar daarin te ondersteunen. Net zoals ik persoonlijk tegen abortus ben, 
maar wel zou zeggen ik ben bereid om jou daarin te ondersteunen, als ge vindt dat dat werkelijk belangrijk is en dat dat een 
keuze moet zijn die vrouwen moeten kunnen maken, dan is dat okay, ook al past dat zogezegd niet binnen mijn religieus 
kader. En ik denk dat zelfs die solidariteit, bepaalde grenzen die je jezelf opstelt, overschrijdt. Die zelfs ingaan tegen uw 
eigen visie over hoe het leven zou gevormd moeten worden of hoe dat ge uw leven vorm geeft. 
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communities (Bracke & Fadil 2009). Although this ‘instrumentalisation’ of feminism is 
contested (Bracke 2004, S’Jegers 2005), these developments have serious consequences for 
women’s space and possibilities to connect across differences in order to fight for women’s 
rights. They make intersections between perspectives and collaborations of white feminists 
and feminists belonging to ethnic minority communities difficult to imagine. Moreover, the 
critique of some secular feminists on Islam and/or the practices of Muslim communities 
established boundaries and cleavages between secular feminists and Muslim women (Göle 
2011, Midden 2012). Nilűfer Göle (2011) elaborates on this issue in relation to the French 
context as follows:  
 
French feminism, which used to advocate the values of freedom and the equality of the sexes, 
includes the values of secularism in its criticism of the Islamic veil. Thus it gains new energy 
and a new start by advocating these republican and secular values of citizenship and 
denouncing patriarchal communautarisme and religious fundamentalism. Thus we can speak 
of a convergence, an overlapping, between secular feminism and republicanism. […] This 
debate has in fact encouraged a certain kind of state feminism to step forward and speak in the 
name of republican secular women, thus establishing boundaries and cleavages with Muslim 
women. These women turn against the original ideal of the feminist movement that spoke in 
the name of all women, independently of differences among them, whether these differences 
were ethnic, race, class, or religious in nature. It is in contrast to the Other, the veiled woman 
defined by her subjection to Muslim men and her community, that secular feminism has 
sought to distinguish itself, to endow itself with a new emancipatory, if not civilizing, mission 
(2011: 141-142). 
 
During the interviews, I explored how despite the above mentioned barriers and difficulties 
collaboration and solidarity across ethnic and religious-secular differences is developed and 
experienced by BOEH! activists. Analysing the way they talk about this issue contributes to 
our understanding of discourses about and experiences of the relationships between secular 
and religious feminists. It moreover contributes to our understanding of the political and 
ethical work involved in the establishing of coalitions across differences among women in 
order to build feminist visions and cooperation within a West-European context. To approach 
the feminist politics and solidarity across differences as practices by BOEH!, I draw upon the 
concept of transversal politics as articulated by the British feminist sociologist and activist 
Nira Yuval Davis (1997, 2006, 2011). As outlined in the methodology chapter, transversal 
politics is based on a common (temporary) cause and message, and considers the activists as 
advocates of women’s rights and not as representatives of communities. It emerges from a 
dialogical standpoint epistemology and emphasises the encompassement of difference by 
equality.  
During the interviews, BOEH! members discussed the ways in which they developed a 
shared struggle and their visions on feminist solidarity. I suggest to understand BOEH!’s 
activism and politics as a locally specific way of doing feminist transversal politics. The 
BOEH! members perceive their message – the emphasis on women’s choice – as enabling 
broad-based feminist solidarity as it argues for respecting and protecting women’s choices 
that necessarily differ depending on ethnic, cultural and religious backgrounds and social 
positionings. As Yuval-Davis puts it, “it is the message, not the messenger, that counts”, 
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which doesn’t mean that it is totally immaterial who the messenger is (2006: 282). BOEH! 
member Fleur linked BOEH!’s message to solidarity as follows: 
 
Our message is indeed a typical feminist solidarity message, saying that those men in the town 
hall shouldn’t act as if they know how things work for women, because we know it ourselves, 
and they also shouldn’t think that they can put us against each other, because we are already 
connected. We are connected, and we find each other on various themes. We want to live 
together and just be free in our decisions.
38
 
 
Fleur recognises the ongoing political and public headscarf debates and the ambiguous 
position of women’s organisations within these debates, as a barrier to peaceful feminist and 
multicultural coexistence. According to the anti-imperialist and antiracist feminist writer and 
political theorist Zillah Eisenstein (2004), in order to connect women across differences, it is 
imperative especially for ethnic majority women to criticise colonising discourses that 
appropriate feminist values and implicate white supposedly liberated women in political-
imperialist agenda’s. While BOEH! recognises that differently situated women need to cope 
with different types of discrimination and strive for emancipation in various ways, in building 
a feminist alliance and politics they strategically choose to underline the connections among 
women as women. Eisenstein similarly underlines the need to find partial connections 
between human beings in order to embark together upon antiracist and feminist struggles. She 
rethinks her position as a white antiracist feminist in terms of the multiplicity of identity and 
societal structures and of what she calls the polyversality of human beings: 
 
I know myself as female and I also must know the colonizing male world. But this colonizing 
world is white, and so am I. So there is a complexity to be sorted through; there is also this 
complexity in the system of slavery itself, which is a system of racial and sexual horror for 
slave women, but never simply this. Identity is multiple and so are differences. The more 
multiple, the more possibility for partial connections which are similarly different and 
differentially similar. I have come to think of this as our polyunity – that all people are 
connected as human but in diverse ways. And the site of polyversality – that our variety 
traverses through unity – requires rethinking our thinking. Instead of simply thinking about a 
past and a present I need to find the already and before (2004: 29).   
 
BOEH! activists decolonise ways of thinking that emphasise hierarchical differences among 
groups of women and impose normative models of emancipation on women of ethnic-cultural 
minorities. They disentangle themselves from and deconstruct the modern/backward and 
liberated/oppressed divides constructed in discourse as fixed and hierarchical categories that 
encompass secular and religious women. The ways in which they speak about the connections 
between women could be captured with Eisenstein’s notions of polyunity and polyversality.   
                                                          
38
 … onze grote boodschap.. [dat] echt zo inderdaad een typische feministische solidariteitsboodschap is he, zo van die 
mannen daar in hun gemeentehuis die moeten niet doen alsof ze weten hoe dat moet voor vrouwen, want wij weten het 
wel zelf, en ge moet ook niet denken dat ge ons tegen elkaar kunt opzetten, want wij zijn al verbonden. Wij zijn al 
verbonden, en wij vinden elkaar al op verschillende thema’s. En wij willen gewoon samenleven en gewoon ja inderdaad vrij 
kunnen zijn in onze beslissingen he. 
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 In our conversations, BOEH! members expressed critical and normative thoughts on 
feminist solidarity. They criticised exclusive and paternalistic expressions of solidarity. 
Individually, they offered ways of rethinking the meaning and practice of solidarity, such as 
by starting from a shared message or women’s situated needs, emphasising solidarity as an 
open-ended process based on mutual empathy, or rejecting the concept of solidarity altogether 
as it might be understood in contrast to the idea of a shared struggle. The activists engagement 
in processes of ‘rooting’ and ‘shifting’ (Yuval-Davis 1997, 2006) resulted in growing insights 
in the diverging positionings that women from different cultural, ethnic and religious-secular 
backgrounds take up in the multicultural society and the privileges or disadvantages that these 
positionings bring along. This resulted in the construction of BOEH! as a transversal political 
space in which various feminist voices can be expressed and heard. Some activists formulated 
normative visions for women’s connectedness in multicultural societies. Their visionary 
feminism – which means according to bell hooks “to root our imagination in our concrete 
reality while simultaneously imagining beyond that reality” (2000: 110) – does radically away 
with thinking in terms of fixed and hierarchical categorisations and an incompatibility of 
religious and secular modes of existence and resistance. An illustration of this approach can 
be found in the formulations of Layla that provide her perspective on feminist coalition and 
community building based upon her experiences and growth within BOEH!:  
 
[Y]es all of us with our limited personal motivations came to the table where eventually 
BOEH! was founded. ‘We’ had at that time a very limited meaning. […] But [it became] a 
struggle belonging to all of us. […] And here it touches upon the discussion about solidarity. It 
is not any longer about ‘we’ and ‘them’, it is just ‘we’. Our struggle, all of us.39  
 
BOEH! members explained how they learned to understand ‘community’ in new ways 
throughout their activism. BOEH!’s coalition building across religious-secular differences 
among women became a transformative practice for the activists, individually and 
collectively. BOEH! member Anja explains this development as follows: 
 
Solidarity is a wrong concept. The discussions BOEH! intends to trigger, go very much 
beyond solidarity with women who desire to wear the headscarf. The headscarf functions as a 
starting point for discussing broader problems within politics and public debates that touch 
upon the violation of human rights and discriminations. We also do not want to emphasise the 
differences between the women who are involved in BOEH!. BOEH! is really about the 
creation of a new kind of ‘we’.40  
                                                          
39 [J]a we zijn allemaal met diverse persoonlijke beperkte drijfveren naar de tafel gekomen waar uiteindelijk BOEH! langs is 
ontstaan. ‘Wij’ had toen een heel beperkte betekenis. Terwijl gaandeweg hebben we geleerd dat het over veel meer ging 
en dat veel meer raakte ons allemaal, ondanks het feit dat we allemaal met een beperkte invulling van de strijd uhm naar 
de vergadering kwamen. Van zodra dat het begrip dat het over veel meer ging en dat veel meer eigenlijk ook ons raakte, 
maakte dat het plots een strijd werd van ons allemaal en die ‘wij’ […] werd veel ruimer. En elke ‘wij’ was apart, daar waren 
verschillende soorten ‘wij’ die waren daar aan tafel. En dat raakt ook een beetje aan de discussie over solidariteit. Het gaat 
niet meer over ‘wij’ en ‘zij’, het is gewoon ‘wij’. Onze strijd, allemaal. 
40 ‘Solidariteit’ is een verkeerd begrip. De discussies die BOEH! teweeg wil brengen, gaan immers veel verder dan 
solidariteit aan vrouwen die een hoofddoek willen dragen. De hoofddoek fungeert slechts als kapstok voor veel bredere 
problemen binnen de politieke en media discussies die raken aan de schending van mensenrechten en discriminatie. Ook 
willen wij geen nadruk leggen op de verschillen tussen de vrouwen die zijn betrokken bij BOEH!. BOEH! draait juist om het 
‘nieuwe ons’.  
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Anja argues for replacing practices of solidarity that can be based upon paternalistic attitudes 
with the building of new feminist communities, or as she puts it, new kinds of ‘we’, that are 
based upon shared crititical perspectives and radical equality between its participants. The 
sense of community that BOEH! activists formulate can be regarded as an example of the 
‘we’ advocated by feminist philosopher Allison Weir (2008). Weir conceptualises her sense 
of ‘we’ as a transformative new identity that becomes possible through an orientation to 
solidarity, a commitment to holding together, not through suppression of critique and internal 
discussion, but through engagement, as well as through an identification with this new form 
of feminist community. According to Weir, such a transformation is about the process of 
reconstituting ourselves, as women and as feminists. Generations of feminist theorists and 
activists have contributed to our reconstituted understanding of feminist politics and of 
ourselves:  
 
[T]hey have helped all of us to transform who we are, how we do politics, who we understand 
ourselves to be. They have helped us change our understandings of our goals, our visions of 
the future, our relationships with each other (2008: 130).  
 
BOEH!’s transformative and transversal feminist politics challenges to further rethink the use 
and effects of talking about feminist solidarity when implying the presence of a ‘we’ and 
‘them’ in coalition building. While recognising differences is crucial in feminist politics in 
order not to lose sight on inequalities between women, it is at the same time necessary to 
critically reflect upon categories of identity and experiences to find the partial connections, 
not reify differences, and enable the emergence of feminist transversal communities that allow 
for a transformative sense of ‘we’.   
  
 
6.7. Conclusion  
 
This case study analysed how the feminist visions and practices of BOEH! construct certain 
understandings of religion and the secular. It investigated BOEH!’s practice of self-naming 
and useage of the notion of women’s freedom of choice, BOEH!’s critique of understandings 
of various feminisms in terms of temporalities, BOEH! members’ individual experiences with 
religious and feminist identities, and BOEH!’s building of feminist solidarity. These topics 
are linked to assumptions about religion and the secular: first, the notion of women’s freedom 
of choice and the autonomous group’s name and slogan (Boss Over One’s Own Head!) 
deliberately link to feminist second wave histories in Flanders that are remembered as secular, 
even intensely anti-Catholic. Second, ethnic minority women and their (religious) feminisms 
are in West-European contexts often perceived as ‘lagging behind’ the histories of white 
women’s movements and Muslim women as in need of emancipation and liberation. Third, 
especially the combination of feminist and Muslim identities is in feminist academic literature 
and in West-European context considered to be a difficult, if not an impossible one.  
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What connects these three topics is the underlying current assumption that feminism is 
a secular (or secularising) enterprise, which may arise from a Christian context but needs to 
push against oppressive religious morals and traditions, and which has been quite successful 
in enlarging the possibilities of white women in Western Europe. The interlinked second 
important assumption is that ethnic minority women, especially Muslim women, still need 
emancipation, that they still need to fight the religious morals and traditions of their own 
communities, and as Islam is considered to be irredeemingly patriarchal (not so much unlike 
Catholicism) they should ideally secularise their lives and struggles. Having explored the 
links of the topics of freedom of choice, temporalities, and feminism and Islam to the 
categories of religion and the secular demonstrates that especially white secular women and 
Muslim women are typically seen in a hierarchical relationship, the first liberated and the 
second in need of emancipation. This explains why the final topic, that of feminist solidarity 
and coalition building across differences among women, is of interest here to explore how 
feminist activism shared by white feminists and Muslim feminists is experienced in a context 
that makes imagining collaboration between them on equal footing difficult. As the four 
topics link to constructions of religion and the secular in Flanders, rethinking and practicing 
these topics therefore may challenge constructions of religion and the secular as well as the 
ways in which religion and the secular are related to feminism.  
When it comes to the area of self-naming and the trope of freedom of choice, BOEH! 
members deliberately choose for themselves a title that directly links them to a particular 
movement and episode in the history of second wave feminism in Flanders: the radical 
feminist struggle for reproductive rights and access to abortion, led by radically leftist women 
(Dolle Mina, Vrouwen Overleg Komitee, socialist feminists) and not by the Catholic 
women’s movements. BOEH!’s basic premise for building its argumentation and activism is 
to consider the headscarf as a matter of women’s choice. Historically, this premise is similarly 
indebted to the second wave feminist trope of freedom of choice and self-determination. I 
demonstrated that BOEH! connects the headscarf, which is considered to be a religious issue, 
to a feminist history and politics that are in Flanders remembered as an anti-religious feminist 
struggle (vis-à-vis Catholicism). This means that BOEH! through its title and object of 
activism unsettles assumptions regarding feminism and the emancipation of women that are 
based upon understandings of feminism and freedom of choice as disconnected from (official) 
religion. The experiences of BOEH! members shows that this unsettling is deemed 
uncomfortable or even unacceptable for different sections in society, such as members of 
white women’s movements and ethnic minority movements. The BOEH! members narrate 
about the relationship between Muslims and non-Muslims they know to be often one of non-
understanding, distrust, interrogation and dismissal. This reveals the unique role BOEH! came 
to play in questioning and unsettling certain understandings about the relationship between 
feminism and religion, and between white feminists and Muslim feminists.  
Second, BOEH! members critique power relations between various feminisms in 
Flanders based upon constructions of temporalities. They deconstruct images of Muslim 
women, who are seen as ‘lagging behind’ emancipated white women. BOEH! puts forward 
the idea that the Islamic headscarf can be a personal and independent choice of Muslim 
women. This claim directly contradicts common understandings of and feminist charges 
against the Islamic headscarf, which came to stand as a symbol of a recurring irrational and 
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female-unfriendly religious (i.e. Catholic) past. It contradicts the idea that religion, especially 
Islam, is necessarily an irrational and oppressive force for women. BOEH! members argue for 
the acknowledgement of and support for various routes towards emancipation that not always 
put women’s sexual liberation centre stage and are not always in opposition to or a rejection 
of religion. Moreover, BOEH! members realise that power is implicated in the construction of 
a nearly impermeable distinction between white women and Muslim women, as groups of 
women with divergent perspectives, interests, needs and experiences. Their decision to 
abolish identity labels in their talks and texts emerged from a critique on the hierarchy 
between groups of women as framed and constructed in terms of ‘us’ and ‘them’. BOEH! 
members therefore started speaking in terms of a feminist ‘we’. In this construction of 
transversal feminism, BOEH! intends not to deny differences, but to try actively to work 
through and beyond them.  
Third, BOEH! members actively embark upon rethinking their feminist and religious 
identities and practicing them in new ways. In this chapter, I investigated the Muslim BOEH! 
activists narratives about their feminist and religious identities. While I did not focus on the 
attitudes and identities of white feminists here, chapter 8 does investigate white secular 
feminists’ changing attitudes towards religion in the context of their involvement in the 
headscarf debates. Regarding BOEH!, especially its Muslim members feel questioned about 
them being feminists, a questioning that emerges from the assumption that one cannot be a 
committed and practicing Muslim and feminist at the same time. They started to bring their 
feminist and religious identities together from scratch through charting new ways of thinking 
and practicing both feminism and Islam. They reconstruct Islam through their feminist 
commitments to integrate notions of equality, learning, diversity and tolerance as part of their 
religious visions and identities. Through this ethical work of reconstruction, Islam emerges as 
a framework and path for women’s emancipation. In their narratives, feminist and religious 
views and practices are mutually constructed.  
The final section of the chapter focused on the area of feminist solidarity and coalition 
building. The context of public debates and its construction of images of liberated white 
secular women and oppressed Muslim women makes intersections between visions and 
collaboration of white secular feminists and Muslim feminists hard to imagine. Especially the 
critique of some secular feminists on Islam and the practices of Muslim communities 
established boundaries and cleavages between secular white feminists and Muslim women. 
BOEH! members discussed the ways in which they developed, despite barriers and 
difficulties, a shared struggle, normative visions on feminist solidarity and a new sense of 
feminist community. I argued that BOEH!’s activism and politics can be understood as a way 
of doing feminist transversal politics. Through building a feminist coalition and community 
across differences, BOEH! activists disentangle themselves from and deconstruct the 
modern/backward and liberated/oppressed divides that are constructed in discourse as fixed 
and hierarchical categories, which encompass secular and religious women. BOEH!’s vision 
on feminism as women’s partial connections across differences does radically away with 
thinking in terms of fixed and hierarchical categorisations and the idea of an incompatibility 
of religious and secular modes of existence and resistance. Through learning to understand 
feminist community in new ways, BOEH!’s feminist practices became transformative for its 
members, on the individual as well as collective level. 
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This case study shows that BOEH!’s feminist politics and practices challenge 
understandings about religion and the secular and the ways in which they are linked to 
feminism in Flanders. The analysis of BOEH! demonstrates that understandings about 
religion and the secular can be challenged through feminist activism through diverse routes. 
Among them are the deliberate rethinking and practicing of feminist and religious identities 
along principles of equality and justice, and the creation of a link between the Islamic 
headscarf, the notion of women’s choice and the history of second wave feminism in 
Flanders. It can also be a less deliberate effect of feminist practices in relation to the context 
in which they are performed. An example is the building of feminist solidarity and coalition 
across difference, through which BOEH! members learned to transcend differences and create 
a new kind of feminist community.   
Having presented the first of five case studies, the following chapter provides the 
second case study of this dissertation. From the autonomous feminist group BOEH!, the next 
chapter focuses on an organisation that aims to trigger reflection and discussions about the 
role of religion and worldviews in Flemish society and incorporates feminist perspectives into 
its work: Motief. The case study analyses the ways in the visions and practices of Motief 
construct certain understandings of religion and the secular as situated in the current political, 
social and religious landscape of Flanders.  
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Chapter 7. Challenging Secularity as a Neutral Point of View – Motief  
 
 
7.1. Introduction  
 
This chapter presents the second case study of this dissertation that investigates the adult 
education organisation Motief (in English: Motive). It analyses how the visions and practices 
of Motief construct specific understandings of religion and the secular in order to explore how 
these are connected to perspectives on the relationship between religion and (women’s) 
emanicpation. The analysis focuses on topics that are related to notions about religion and the 
secular and linked to feminist perspectives: Motief’s evolving approach to religion and its 
practice of organising a reading group on religion and feminism. The analysis of narratives 
about the reading group looks at two topics which were important issues of reflection during 
the reading group as well as in the narratives themselves: the questioning of the inequality 
between religious and secular points of views in the Flemish context, and feminist solidarity 
and coalition building. I will demonstrate that the perspectives and discussions in Motief 
challenge current local understandings of religion and the secular as well as the ways in which 
religion and secularity are related to feminism. 
 In 2008, Motief was established as a pluralist organisation for adult education in 
Antwerp. It was originally comprised of Protestant progressive social educators and Catholic 
liberation thinkers and activists.
41
 Today, Motief provides a broad public with education about 
social-political, religious and faith issues from a progressive perspective,
42
 in which they aim 
to include feminist perspectives.
43
 Section 7.2 elaborates further on Motief’s history and its 
development of education towards what it calls pluralist community building. While the other 
four groups and organisations studied in this dissertation start from women’s issues and 
feminism (BOEH!, Vrouwen Overleg Komitee, ella and Femma), the starting point of Motief 
is its commitment to opening up debates about religion and faith in society, and it 
complements this with feminist perspectives. Whereas the other four groups and organisations 
self-identify as feminist, Motief identifies with a feminist perspective, but does not put 
feminism forefront in its self-description. In that sense, Motief seems to be somewhat a 
stranger in the midst of the other groups and organisations. However, as Motief mentions 
feminism as one of its main sources of inspiration and critique, I found it relevant to include 
Motief as a case study about constructions of religion and the secular in relation to feminism, 
and about understandings of the relationship between religion and emancipation. So, the 
analysis of constructions of religion and the secular in relation to the themes of religion and 
women’s emancipation binds the different case studies.  
 The data for this case study was collected during qualitative research conducted in 
2011 and 2012. The main body of data are interviews, but also include written materials, such 
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as policy papers, brochures on Motief activities, opinion articles, the Motief website, and two 
books published by Motief – De Roos van Jericho (The Rose of Jericho) and Gevaarlijke 
Herinnering (Dangerous Memory).  
 As mentioned in the method section of the methodology chapter of this dissertation, I 
shift position as insider and outsider in different ways and on several levels in relation to the 
feminist groups/organisations researched. While I studied BOEH! from an outsider position – 
meaning that I have never been a BOEH! activist myself, nor contributed indirectly to its 
thinking or practices, but I do consider its politics with much sympathy and support – the 
position from which I researched Motief is more complicated. I therefore need to account for 
my position and for the effects it may have had on my research results. For a little more than 
two years I was a participant in Motief’s reading group on religion and feminism. As this 
reading group is an important focus of this chapter, I need to acknowledge the fact that I did 
play a role in how Motief’s reading group developed regarding topics of discussion and the 
perspectives brought in. For example, at the first meeting of the reading group that took place 
on the 17
th
 of March 2011, during which the topics of discussion for the coming meetings 
were decided upon, I expressed my interest in speaking about the topic of feminist solidarity 
across differences. As I was not the only one interested in delving into this topic, the group 
decided to take it as a major focus for the coming meetings. It is difficult to know whether the 
group would have decided otherwise if my voice was not present at that moment. I 
acknowledge that during the course of my participation in the Motief reading group, I found 
myself being challenged to rethink my position in terms of whiteness and secularity. This 
process of being challenged inspired my choice for the focus, among others, on 
deconstructing secularity in terms of an assumed neutral point of view in one of the 
subsections of this chapter dealing with the Motief reading group.  
One of the Motief employees, whom I got to know first as one of the BOEH! activists, 
invited me to join the reading group as she knew about my interest in discussing the topics of 
religion and feminism. At the first meeting, which took place nine months after I embarked 
upon my PhD research, I did not yet decide upon which organisation or group I would start to 
research as the second case study. However, at the end of the first meeting, in which religious 
and non-religious feminists took part, I was convinced that the reading group could be an 
interesting next starting point for researching religion, secularity and feminism. After I got 
permission of all the participants of the group, from the second meeting on I audio taped all 
the discussions of the following meetings and transcribed most of them. From February to 
June 2012 I interviewed the Motief team that consisted at that time of one coordinator and 
two staff members (and one male staff member, who I did not interview as he was not in any 
way engaged with feminist thinking or the reading group) – Lieve, Imani and Anne-Sophie. 
Additionally I interviewed three regular participants of the Motief reading group – Hilde, 
Jeanne and Rosanne. In the meantime, since 2013, one of the regular participants of the 
reading group became a member of the Motief staff. All of my interviewees are female. I 
conducted three interviews with religious women and three with non-religious women. 
Regarding backgrounds and worldviews, this small group of women was very diverse. 
Among the religious women, one of them describes her background as a leftist-critical 
Christian-Catholic one (Rosanne), another participant describes herself as inspired by the 
Jewish and Christian traditions (Lieve) and one woman has an Islamic background (Imani). 
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Among the secular women, one of them is an agnost of atheist upbringing (Jeanne), another 
describes herself as secular but open to the “option, idea or illusion, if you want, of a higher 
dimension of meaning, of transcendence” (Hilde),44 and one participant finds inspiration 
especially in the struggles for ecological justice (Anne-Sophie). All of my interviewees are 
politicised individuals, in the sense of being engaged in critical education, feminist activism 
and/or members of women’s organisations. This diversity led to intriguing conversations 
during the reading group meetings, and to diverse and challenging reflections afterwards. 
After all, I noticed that the reflections on the discussions taking place during the reading 
group’s meeting were more interesting material for analysis than the transcriptions of the long 
conversations themselves. This means that the interviews remain the main body of material of 
this case study.  
The chapter opens with an introduction to the history of Motief (7.2). The next section 
(7.3) investigates Motief’s evolving notion of religion. It focuses on how Motief’s 
understanding of religion breaks through notions of the public-private dichotomy, as well as 
on Motief’s vision on monotheistic traditions as dangerous memories that provide inspiration 
for political-social critique. The analyses made in section 7.2 and 7.3 are based upon a critical 
reading of written and online material. Section 7.4 and 7.5 analyse the interview narratives 
about the reading group on religion and feminism. Whereas 7.4 looks at the ways in which the 
reading group participants reflect upon anti-religious perspectives and the inequality of 
religious and secular points of view in Flanders, 7.5 shifts attention to ways of talking about 
feminist solidarity across religious-secular differences. The chapter concludes with a short 
summary of the main arguments and findings in 7.6.  
  
  
7.2. History of Motief: Towards Pluralist Community Building   
 
This section provides an introduction to the history of Motief and looks at how this history is 
embedded in the changing political, social and religious context of Flanders. I look at some of 
the shifts in visions and policy over the last years, and focus upon the coming into being of 
Motief’s vision on a pluralist society. I do so through analysing the Motief website and the 
Motief policy papers of 2006-2009 and 2011-2015.  
In the policy papers of 2006-2009, Motief’s chairman summarises the mission of the 
organisation as such:  
 
Our strength for the future lies in our core quality, namely ‘the development of education 
about religious identity at the intersection of faith and society, whereby the three foci of 
‘tradition, society and group’ are kept in balance’ (2006: 4, translation mine).   
 
Motief’s history dates back to 1995, when it was founded as a partnership of a number of 
partaking Catholic and Protestant social education organisations. It was officially recognised 
and subsidised as an institution for adult education in July 1996 on the basis of a decree of the 
Flemish government for subsidising institutions providing adult education. Between 2004 and 
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2006, however, Motief did not receive governmental financial support due to its lack of a 
sufficiently clear and expanded program. In this period of ‘non-recognition’, Motief decided 
to radically change its course through evaluating and rethinking its qualities, correcting and 
sharpening its focus, and by defining and limiting its work field and ambitions (Motief 2006: 
5). The number of partaking organizations in Motief became limited to 
Volwassenenvormingswerk Verenigde Protestantse Kerk in België (Adult Education of the 
United Protestant Church in Belgium – VVW/VPKB) and the Werkplaats voor Theologie en 
Maatschappij (Workplace for Theology and Society – WTM). The 2006-2009 Motief policy 
papers emphasise that these two partakers both have their own history and tradition in the 
field of adult education in relation to the topic of faith and society. Both shaped their own 
specialism from the perspective of the own faith traditions – respectively Protestantism and 
Catholicism. This means that the two partakers do not intend to make differences disappear 
within their partnership in Motief, but rather to use fully the value of existing differences 
(Motief 2006: 6). In 2006, Motief became again officially recognised and subsidised by the 
Flemish Ministry of Culture as an autonomous organisation specialised in adult education 
about issues of faith and society. The 2006-2009 policy papers formulate Motief’s insistence 
on an autonomous position as such:  
 
…Motief does not allow ruling institutions (such as the Catholic hierarchy, the pillars or 
political parties, et cetera) to patronize its work. We position ourselves in a critical relationship 
vis-à-vis these institutions, while at the same time we continuously try to open up dialogue 
(2006: 12, translation mine).   
 
Motief’s policy papers of 2011-2015 demonstrate a continuity regarding the organisation’s 
ambitions and mission. They explicitly name the organisation’s current sources of inspiration, 
namely the emancipatory tendencies within the Jewish and Christian traditions, socialism, 
feminism, the alterglobalisation movement, humanism and Islam (Motief 2011: 11). 
However, they demonstrate a shift regarding the social groups Motief intends to reach. While 
the 2006-2009 policy papers spoke of reaching out to individuals active in social movements, 
individuals searching for meaning and spirituality, traditional Catholics, pastoral workers, 
Protestants, and young adults (2006: 19-22), in the context of a society that is increasingly 
religiously and culturally diverse, Motief now also intends to reach – or especially – young 
people, socially and economically vulnerable groups, non-believers and Muslims (Motief 
2011: foreword). Regarding its critical perspective and framework for analysis, Motief 
adapted its concepts and terminology in order to analyse current social, political and religious 
inequalities and to provide progressive alternatives. The current organisation’s chairwoman, 
Greet Heslinga, marks and summarises this evolution in the following words: 
 
During the coming policy period, Motief chooses for a content-wise policy that brings forward 
‘active pluralism’ as a model to arrive at a ‘new we’ (2011: 7, translation mine).    
 
The notion of ‘active pluralism’ is new in Motief’s policy papers and needs to be understood 
as emerging from the continuing Flemish public and policy debates about cultural diversity, 
equal opportunities and migration. According to Gily Coene and Chia Longman (2006, 2008), 
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‘active pluralism’ refers to an attitude of active support for religious diversity. Active 
pluralism means that after building sound knowledge of one’s own tradition, one can start to 
get to know other life stances through open intercultural meetings. This idea, which was 
developed and defended among others by philosophers Ludo Abicht (2005) and Patrick 
Loobuyck (2004, 2005), wants to go beyond both, radical anti-multicultural liberalism, radical 
multiculturalist philosophies and the passive pillarisation model that for a long time 
characterised Belgian society. The concept of active pluralism was slowly taken up by 
politicians and civil society actors (Coene & Longman 2006: 187), such as Motief. By now, 
the terms ‘diversity’ and ‘active pluralism’ are well integrated in policy contexts in Flanders. 
However, Coene and Longman observe, they do not always function as critical or 
controversial terminology in policy making, especially when they do not touch upon the place 
of religion and expressions of faith in the public sphere (2008: 7). This means that the term 
‘active pluralism’ is not always used to question certain established ways of thinking and 
practices, but can be employed in a rather depoliticised manner. For example, education of the 
Flemish community (GO!) characterizes itself as an active pluralist project by pointing at the 
way it provides space for the expression of various worldviews and teaches its pupils about 
different religions and worldviews. At the same time, GO! policies – as discussed in chapter 3 
and its section on headscarf debates – emphasise the ‘neutrality’ of public education in terms 
of laïcité and limit teachers and pupils to use certain religious symbols (2008: 7).  
Motief wants to retain the critical edge of ‘active pluralism’ and does not want to align 
with pro-assimilation understandings and usages associated with it. It puts ‘active pluralism’ 
to the fore as a negotiation model. Motief elaborates on this model on its website and through 
the publication of opinion articles (e.g. Segers 2010). On the website, Motief explains that 
active pluralism is characterised by, first of all the intention not to avoid but instead to speak 
about existing tensions between social groups in their conversations about how to live 
together as neighbours and inhabit the same society. Second, both social majority and 
minority groups need to take responsibility for the choices they make. This means that not 
only ‘aberrant’ visions and practices are questioned, but also the ‘dominant’ ones. And third, 
active pluralist conversations always have a specific goal, which is discussing how to organise 
society with participation of all groups and individuals present.
45
  
 A second way in which Motief maintains ‘active pluralism’ as a critical concept and 
tool is by connecting it to its equally critical notion of ‘inclusive neutrality’. Also the term 
‘inclusive neutrality’ is typically a product of the Flemish public and policy debates. Coene 
and Longman describe how this notion was originally coined by the Commission Intercultural 
Dialogue (CID) launched in 2004 by the socialist Minister of Social Integration and Equal 
Opportunities to map the landscape of intercultural exchange. It especially inspired those 
groups who argue for permitting the headscarf at public offices (2008: 11-12). In its rapport 
(2005), one of the subjects the CID dealt with is the issue of the neutrality of government 
officials. The commission writes that neutrality is a fundamental value of democratic states, 
however, different interpretations exist of how to achieve neutrality – which vary from the 
inclusion of difference to neutralising differences. The commission did not decide upon which 
interpretation of neutrality it prefers. But importantly, the rapport did launch an alternative to 
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the interpretation of neutrality in terms of laïcité and introduced this alternative into the public 
debates – which became labeled as ‘inclusive neutrality’ (2008: 12). Motief takes up the 
concept of ‘inclusive neutrality’ but employs it not only to critique the headscarf debates and 
headscarf regulations and interpretations of neutrality in terms of laïcité present there. It also 
uses the concept to critically reflect on secularist notions of neutrality and secularist attitudes 
towards religion present in society more generally and to provide an alternative. The slogan 
‘Scratch the neutrality of your reality’ Motief used in 2013 also hints at this critical and 
inclusive understanding of neutrality. In this way, Motief does not question ideologies of 
secularism as connected to state neutrality and its ideal of equal treatment, but aims at 
creating a more inclusive secular public sphere.  
On its website, Motief schematically outlines inclusive neutrality versus exclusive 
neutrality, and clearly expresses its preference for the first. According to Motief, exclusive 
neutrality argues for the absence of worldviews from the public sphere, and seems to be 
connected to processes of secularisation in France and its ideal of a strict church and state 
separation. In reality, this exclusive neutrality reinforces the dominant secular culture, enables 
only atheists and secular individuals to express their life stance, and creates a hostile attitude 
regarding religious symbols and practices in the public sphere, especially when it concerns 
Islam. Motief emphasises that such imposed neutrality in fact does not emerge from a neutral 
position, although it presents itself as such, but rather from specific convictions. Exclusive 
neutrality denies diversity of life stance by imposing one set of norms and rules for all. Motief 
puts forward inclusive neutrality as the opposite of exclusive neutrality and as the preferred 
political and social practice. It sees inclusive neutrality as the fundament of the equal 
treatment of different religious and worldview communities in society by the state, and as 
connected with the process of secularisation in Belgian that happened through its history of 
pillarisation – the assumption here is that inclusive neutrality has therefore more political, 
social, and cultural affinities to the Flemish context in comparison to the French model that is 
alien to Belgian history. Inclusive neutrality aims at enabling the existence of various 
ideological and confessional tendencies in society side by side. As diversity is not always 
easy, Motief argues that dealing with diversity at the level of religious and secular worldviews 
should be based upon the practices of active pluralism. These practices reveal that not any 
standpoint is neutral and that all participants in society start from a specific set of convictions 
and beliefs when they turn to each other in conversation. The value of inclusive neutrality 
does justice to life stance diversity, and the field of tension and power differences that come 
along with it.
46
 Here we see the interdependence of ‘inclusive neutrality’ as a main value and 
‘active pluralism’ as the ideally pursued negotiation model in Motief’s thinking.  
 While Motief elaborates on its website much on the new concepts of ‘active pluralism’ 
and ‘inclusive neutrality’ it wants to bring into the public debates and into its own educational 
work, and on the critical meanings it attaches to them, it remains unclear what it precisely 
means by the phrase ‘new we’. The phrase seems to be about ways of community and 
solidarity building that break through existing polarisations and distrust between groups in 
society. This notion of community and solidarity building remains so far somewhat 
underdeveloped in Motief’s writings. Motief’s ‘new we’ has connections to formulations of 
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‘new we’ that circulate within academic and public debates in the Netherlands, where it was 
initiated by the Amsterdam Dominican Research Centre for Theology and Society (DSTS) 
headed by the feminist theologian Manuela Kalsky. In its 2011-2015 policy papers, Motief 
explicitly mentions this connection and shortly explains the Dutch understanding of ‘new we’ 
in the following words: 
 
In the Netherlands, a movement rose that calls itself ‘new we’. This movement intends to 
disseminate the idea that any notion of ‘we’ that excludes people with other origins, cultures 
and life stances is oppressive and even unrealistic. The ‘new we’ starts from society as it looks 
like right now: divers. The ‘new we’ comprises Muslims, women wearing a headscarf, people 
of color, people with ‘strange’ names, etc. The ‘new we’ starts from the principle of equality, 
while the dominant we versus them story starts from thinking in terms of differences, from the 
idea that the other is essentially different (2011: 24-25, translation mine).  
 
DSTS developed an interdisciplinary research project entitled ‘Searching for a New We in the 
Netherlands’ that run from 2009 to 2013 and launched the website ‘New We’ (Nieuw Wij). 
Both the research project and the website aim at “bridging polarisations of us versus them in 
the Netherlands: the enlightened versus believers; autochtones versus allochthones, etc.” 
(translation mine) and at gaining knowledge about how to build a ‘new we’ that “isn’t based 
upon exclusion but succeeds in providing all Dutch with a feeling of being at home” 
(translation mine).
47
 The website New We poses the question guiding its search as such: 
 
How does a society in which all Dutch can feel at home, despite differences in origins and 
belief, look like? Which ingredients are needed for a new WE (‘nieuw W!J’) that connects 
people and makes the differences between them fruitful and productive? (translation mine)
48
   
 
The website does not aim at providing easy answers to this question, but wants to give a space 
for conversations, ideas, information and opinions about what is needed to build towards this 
‘new we’. This Dutch project of formulating ideas for an inclusive society has influenced 
Motief’s understanding of ‘new we’ – as well as it might have influenced some of the BOEH! 
activists’ elaborations on ‘new we’. At the same time, Motief’s notion seems to be both about 
asking what this ‘new we’ entails and about positing ideas about it in relation to identities 
based upon religions or worldviews. The Dutch project of ‘new we’ fuctions to question 
exclusive tendencies present in current forms of Dutch nationalism. For Motief, the concept 
might function especially to pose certain questions and open up conversations and exchange 
of ideas about how to build an equal and just society.  
 One of Motief’s ideas that could be part of the answer to what ‘new we’ entails, is its 
understanding of the ‘pluralist community’. In its vision text on its website, Motief explains 
that it aims at working on what it calls ‘pluralist community building’ through encouraging its 
participants to become more aware about the own worldview or religious identity. It argues 
that this is a way of contributing to emancipatory trajectories of social groups towards self-
determination and social empowerment. It also contributes to growing understanding, respect 
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and connections between individuals and groups with different religious identities and 
backgrounds. While the concepts of ‘new we’ and ‘pluralist community building’ are not 
explicitly synonyms in Motief’s text, we may expect that their meanings at least overlap. 
According to Motief, ‘pluralist community building’ and exclusive understandings of 
neutrality are each opposites:  
 
Pluralism is too often understood as ‘leaving identity behind’, as erasing differences in order 
to arrive at a ‘neutral’ compromise. This overlooks the fact that also the ‘neutral compromise’ 
has its own identity and is based upon specific norms and values. Those norms and values are, 
however, rarely made explicit. Motief beliefs that in a pluralist society, people are challenged 
to live together precisely through the visible and substantial differences with space and respect 
for everyone’s individuality (translation mine).49  
 
Following the analysis by Kathy Davis (2008) of the popularity of the concept 
‘intersectionality’ in feminist theory, I argue that what explains the success of ‘new we’ and 
its ability to travel from the Dutch to the Flemish context in fact lies in the ambiguity and 
open-endedness of the concept. Precisely because DSTS did not provide ‘new we’ with a 
clear definition and mainly used it to ask questions and open up conversations about new 
directions for Dutch society, the concept was able to travel across the borders. Motief – and 
probably also some BOEH! activists who spoke of a new kind of ‘we’ – picked it up to work 
with it in the way they find productive for the Flemish context. Or as Davis would describe it, 
the concept ‘new we’…  
 
…initiates a process of discovery, alterting us to the fact that the world around us is always 
more complicated and contradictory than we ever could have anticipated. […] It encourages 
complexity, stimulates creativity and avoids premature closure, tantalizing to raise new 
questions and explore uncharted territory (2008: 79).  
 
In short, this brief overview of Motief’s history and visions demonstrates that in order to 
continue responding critically to a changing political, social and religious landscape, Motief 
manages to introduce new critical concepts and terminology such as the ones discussed above. 
Motief does not take up these concepts uncritically, but gives them the meaning or function it 
finds useful to criticise inequalities between religious and social groups in society and to 
suggest alternatives. While Motief started as an organisation with roots especially in 
Christianity and socialism, today it also explores the potential role and position of religion and 
faith in society by including perspectives from feminism, the ecological movements, 
alterglobalisation movements, humanism and Islam.  
In the following section, I look more closely at what happens to the notion of religion 
in the writings of Motief within the context of a secularised and increasingly multicultural 
society. I will show that throughout the years, Motief employs a flexible and critical 
understanding of religion that is conducive for encouraging the emancipation of vulnerable 
and oppressed groups in society.  
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7.3. Evolving Notions of Religion 
 
In this section, I try to pinpoint the contours and meaning of religion in the thinking and 
practices of Motief. I demonstrate that the flexibility of the concept has to do with two issues. 
These relate to, first of all, the fluidity and malleability of its contours, and secondly, the 
similar fluidity and malleability of its meaning. I do so by looking at and analysing writings of 
Motief regarding the way it speaks of and defines religion and criticises common 
understandings of religion it encounters in Flemish society. I argue that due to this fluidity 
and malleability on the two levels of drawing contours and the creation of meaning, Motief is 
able to adapt its standpoints and activities and remain of relevance in a rapidly changing 
society as an adult education organisation that provides education on religious and social-
political issues.     
 
 
7.3.1. Breaking Through the Public-Private Dichotomy    
 
First, in some of Motief’s writings, religion is an overarching concept with broad contours. In 
Motief’s policy papers of 2006-2009, the term religion is used abundantly throughout the 
document but is only shortly defined in a footnote. The footnote attests to the broad meaning 
given to religion as it states that “[Motief defines] Religion in a broad sense: the search of 
individuals/groups for meaning and for that which binds them to others, to nature, to the 
world, etcetera” (2006: 7, translation mine). Because of this broad understanding of religion 
as based on meaning-making and connections between people, throughout the years, the term 
religion in Motief’s writings came to embrace notions as diverse as meaning, tradition, 
spirituality, faith, community, religious/ideological/political consciousness, identity, struggle 
and worldview – notions that Motief all situates in the spheres of public and private life. All 
are dimensions of both faith and society, and with this understanding of religion Motief 
argues for reconnecting public and private life in productive and emancipatory ways. This is a 
remarkable argument within the context of a society that increasingly relegates and confines 
religion to the private sphere. It therefore unsettles liberal as well as secularist understandings 
of religion as an issue of individual consciousness and private life, while politics and 
emancipatory struggles take place in the secular public sphere. Altogether, these notions make 
up the broad contours of religion. The contours of religion are to some extent malleable 
because those notions that define them do not seem to be considered as an exhaustive list but 
rather as one that could be adapted to a changing society and changing needs of religious and 
worldview communities. As Motief puts it in its 2011-2015 policy papers, its work field at the 
intersection of faith and society is not so much about dealing with one theme or a series of 
themes, but is rather about “a certain approach to the theme of faith, that is contextual and 
societal” (2011: 14, translation mine).   
As Motief explicitly denies that religion is only about individual belief and rituals 
taking place in the private sphere, religion has much to do with individual and collective 
positionalities in society. For Motief, it refers to private consciousness as well as to the social 
positions from which people speak, act and experience. Religion is linked with personal and 
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collective identities and social-political issues and debates (2006: 7-9). Motief’s critical 
inclusivity in speaking about religion and worldviews as embedded positions needs to be 
understood against the background of a society that became increasingly secularised, 
multicultural and neoliberal. It appears in, for example, Motief’s vision on emancipation 
through religion, Motief’s inclusion of humanism and atheism as worldviews, and its 
conceptualisation of capitalism and neoliberalism as forms of religion. In what follows, I 
elaborate on these three examples.  
First, Motief regards religion as a field and means of emancipation. Motief’s policy 
papers provide a reflection on what Motief sees as the most important elements of current 
changes in society. In 2006, Motief writes that “individualisation, pluralism and globalisation 
are today’s core issues” (2006: 7, translation mine). In 2011, Motief points at the hegemony 
of neoliberalism and processes of individualism, increased importance of collective and 
nationalist identities and politics, common negative representations of Islam and Muslims, 
ecological issues, the increasing gap between the rich and the poor, increasing ethnic-cultural 
and religious diversity, and the aging of the population as today’s main challenges and 
barriers in working towards a pluralist and inclusive community (2011: 23-28). As Motief 
sees religion present in many aspects of social and political life, both in positive and negative 
ways, it feels that religion is a crucial field for emancipation and regards the encouragement 
of such emancipation as its main objective. The popular adult education it provides, aims at: 
 
 Supporting individuals and groups in their search for meaning, for the (own) religious 
identity, for the meaning of that religious identity in their (social) choices and 
practices; 
 Analysing and clarifying the link between faith and society in our context; 
 Enlarging critical consciousness regarding faith experience and strengthening the 
social cohesion within the pluralist society (2006: 10, translation mine).   
 
Here, Motief conceptualises religion as a field and means of emancipation, by which the latter 
seems to refer to a strengthening of identity and raising awareness about the (potential) role of 
religion and faith in public life. This conceptualisation of religion goes against the grain of 
common understandings that deem religion foremost as an obstacle for the emancipation of 
women, minorities, and other socially vulnerable groups.  
Secondly, we see Motief’s critical inclusivity in the way it perceives humanism and 
atheism as specific worldviews worthy of reflection regarding their emancipatory potentials. 
Whereas Motief in its early years spoke of the Jewish and Christian traditions as religious 
sources of inspiration, in later years, as the policy papers of 2011-2015 attest, it speaks of 
diversity at the level of religion and worldview in order to include also the experiences and 
visions of Muslims, non-believers and humanists and to enlist them in their project of 
critically reflecting on political, social and religious issues. This means that the contours of 
religion broadened to include secular inspirations, which enables fluidity and speaking to a 
broader secularised public through its activities and points of view. While Motief regards 
humanism, non-believing or atheism as worldviews analogous to religion under the umbrella 
of what is called levensbeschouwing (life stance), the issue of whether non-believing or non-
religion can be regarded as a life stance is still a matter of debate among humanist and atheist 
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writers (Borms 2008). The official institutionalisation of humanism as deserving state 
recognition and support in analogy to religious communities in the Belgium since the 1950s 
led to questions among humanists regarding the possibility of any analogy between humanism 
and atheism, and secular worldviews and religion. According to Belgian philosopher Eddy 
Borms, it is, however, important for non-believers to recognise their humanism or atheism as 
a life stance in order to remain aware of the partiality of one’s own worldview as one among 
others: 
 
Only after we accepted that we have a specific life stance, we started to see our relationship 
with other life stances in a different way. As long as secular humanists think they are the 
spokespersons of science – which they present as having one clear direction and meaning – 
they believe they have no life stance. Why would truth give way even for only one millimeter? 
Certainly not for those religions that are irrational and that will disappear with time? This 
fundamentalist attitude still exists, but it slowly, at least I hope so, makes place for a more 
modest attitude (2008: 46, translation mine).   
 
Third, Motief conceptualises capitalism and neoliberalism as forms of religion. Already in its 
early years, Motief’s concept of religion became broadened beyond the Jewish and Christian 
traditions in a different way – not only to acknowledge individuals and groups in society with 
other (non)religious backgrounds as potential partners in conversations and social struggle, 
but also to critique certain discourses for their hegemony in society as forms of religion. For 
example, capitalism and neo-liberalism are constructed as forms of faith in individualism and 
powerful institutions, such as the financial market and the flexible labour market – all of 
which seem to be beyond critique. This line of thinking about capitalism and neoliberalism as 
religion or faith was already developed by one of Motief’s most important founders and 
thinkers, the Catholic socialist priest and theologian Remi Verwimp, who died in 2009 of 
acute leukemia (Vandeperre 2010).  
In 2003, Verwimp wrote a chapter entitled ‘When Money Becomes God: On Religion 
and Capitalism’ as a contribution to a book about social movements in Flanders. In this text, 
he argues that capitalism and the idea of the free market are worshipped as God, but at the 
same time this worshipping attitude is not recognized as such. This does not mean that 
capitalism is religion in the sense of references to a transcendent reality. Through the lack of 
religious language, capitalism becomes an atheist economic structure in which money is not 
anymore an instrument to achieve something else, but its principal goal. It is precisely this 
atheist characteristic of the economy, which legitimises increasing differences between the 
rich and the poor and encourages war and conflict about resources, that needs to be rejected 
(2003: 12-14). According to Verwimp, who refers to the Costa Rican liberation theologian 
Frans Hinkelammert (1998), those who legitimise and defend the capitalist world order can be 
labeled “theologians of death” (Verwimp 2003: 14). He therefore regards the role of theology 
as twofold: on the one hand, theology needs to unmask the capitalist world order as religion 
and capital as god. And on the other hand, theology should search for the contours and 
content of the religion of the Biblical God, who is the God of Life and Love. Here he locates 
the importance of a dialogue between Marxists and Christians (2003: 14). Verwimp concludes 
by calling upon Christians who believe in “the God of Solidarity” to make a collective and 
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public confession against the god of capital and the increasing popularity of right-wing 
discourses (2003: 15). The legacy of Verwimp finds expression today in Motief’s similar 
critique of capitalism and neoliberalism as formations of destructive religion. Employing the 
theories of Pierre Bourdieu (1999) and the thinking of Arend van Leeuwen on capitalism as a 
religion (1984) and criticising the writings of Francis Fukuyama about capitalism as the end 
of history (1992), Motief writes in its 2011-2015 policy papers: 
 
Sometimes the acceptance or defense of neoliberalism goes so far that it seems to have 
religious characteristics. Bourdieu used the term religion to describe the impact of capitalism 
on our thinking, practices and experiences. ‘Economism’, the impact of corporate life on all 
domains of life, marks Western society similarly to a religion in which people submit to its 
prescripts, bring sacrifices, worship the system or ‘deity’ and never can or dare to question it. 
Civilians are expected to put their ‘trust’ in the self-regulating markets, consuming became a 
commandment, and it is generally assumed that a truly free global market will lead us to a 
paradise of freedom, peace, democracy and prosperity. Fukuyama spoke of ‘the end of 
history’. People increasingly believe that no good alternative exists for this system, which is 
something all of us need to endure fatalistically. Within some religious tendencies, this 
economic system and the inequalities it brings along are represented as God’s will or plan 
(2011: 23, translation mine).  
 
 
7.3.2. Religious Traditions as Dangerous (Feminist) Memories      
 
Not only the contours but also the meaning of the category religion in Motief’s work and 
writings is unstable and rather unique. Motief conceptualised throughout its history 
monotheistic religions as a verb – a conceptualisation in which Remi Verwimp again played 
an important role. In this understanding of religion as a verb, religious traditions are invoked 
and God comes into being through liberatory practices and relationships between people. 
Motief argues against an idea of God as being out there solely as a referent for people’s rituals 
and beliefs. God is not just a verb, but also a story, source of critique and a promise for the 
possibility of building a more equal and just world. This notion of religion emerged through 
Motief’s engagement with liberation theology, progressive struggles and the voices of weak 
and vulnerable individuals and groups in society. It is a critique of other, more dominant, 
understandings of religion that equate religion with the official hierarchy, dogma’s, morals 
and rituals of specific traditions – notably Catholicism. Motief’s understanding of religious 
traditions as potentially ‘dangerous memories’ is one that allows for and even calls upon 
liberatory and emancipatory struggle and action (Verwimp 1996, Verwimp 1997, Heens, 
Vandeperre & Verwimp 2006, Vandeperre 2010). For example, Heens, Vandeperre and 
Verwimp write in an article as a reply to Marxist antireligious sentiments about the liberatory 
potential of a certain understanding of God and a specific reading of the Biblical stories: 
 
When you read [the Bible] contextually, the Biblical God is very consistent, or better: biased. 
JHWH is always the one who sides with the most vulnerable, who sides with a small and 
marginal group without any rights. From that position, JHWH indeed presents itself in one 
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situation as merciful towards the vulnerable, and in another as a ruthless army commander of 
the same marginal and defenseless group. […] However, in general, Christians didn’t learn to 
think that god may defend the rights of those who are deemed worthless also ‘with violence’. 
[They learned] To do good to those who are deemed worthless, yes. But to tackle with the 
perpetrators, no! In that sense, Christians are infected with too much conciliatory and 
charitable thinking, disconnected from existing contrasts. But Christians are not the only ones. 
And... things can be different. Why could the sources of inspiration of religions not contain 
valuable information about the struggle against injustice and oppression? They are indeed 
stories of people who reflected upon such struggles, on their attempts, their small victories and 
failures in that struggle. […] History taught us that whoever presents god as an omnipotent 
ruler, to which people should subject, to whom everything and everyone is subordinated, 
usually belongs to the group of rulers and oppressors. […] Where people aim at bringing 
religion into the public sphere, or where they connect religion and a political analysis, we see 
that religion CAN have an emancipatory role for those who find themselves in a situation of 
oppression. The only condition is, of course, that they do not hold onto a fundamentalist image 
of God (2006: 5-8, translation mine). 
 
Following the critical theological perspectives of Remi Verwimp, Motief believes that when 
the political and critical dimensions of religious traditions are retrieved and revealed, they can 
become instruments for radical change and emancipation of weak, vulnerable and voiceless 
groups in society. In that way, religious traditions can become dangerous memories vis-à-vis 
the rulers and powerful groups (Vandeperre 2010: 10). In memoriam and honour of Remi 
Verwimp, Elke Vandeperre, Motief’s current coordinator, edited and republished in 2010 old 
and recent articles and essays written by Remi Verwimp. The title of this book Gevaarlijke 
Herinnering: Remi Verwimp. Tegendraadse Stem van Levensbeschouwelijke Tradities 
(Dangerous Memory: Remi Verwimp. Contrarian Voice of Religious and Worldview 
Traditions) attests to the centrality for Motief of the understanding of religious traditions as 
potentially critical and dangerous memories.   
Similar to capitalism and neoliberalism, official Catholicism is constructed as a 
formation of destructive religion. Motief’s crucial point of critique here is that capitalism, 
neoliberalism and official Catholicism are based on the visions and the interests of the 
powerful over and against the weak and the vulnerable. In its 2006-2009 policy papers, 
Motief formulates its mission not as educating people to better function in the existing social 
system, but rather as changing both the people it educates and the social system: 
 
We see our mission rather in educating people in order to create a ‘dignified’ system. A 
system in which everyone, first of all people who belong to the most vulnerable groups in our 
society, can fully develop themselves, stand up for the own interests and learn to build 
solidarity with others (2006: 10, translation mine).  
 
To achieve this mission, Motief finds it important to refer in its 2006-2009 policy papers to 
the pedagogical methods of the priest of Laken and later Cardinal Jozef Cardijn, who through 
his writings and activism during his lifetime fiercely defended the rights of working class 
youth. He was one of the founders of the Catholic youth working class movement in Belgium 
(Blancke 1982). Cardijn emphasised the threefold mantra of ‘seeing, judging and acting’, 
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which refers to the practices of analysing a problem, seeing reality in confrontation with a 
vision of a not yet realised and more utopian potential reality, and acting after this judgment 
(2006: 10). Meaning can be found, according to Motief, precisely through an enlargement of 
commitment with social reality – a vision it captures with the phrase “anchored spirituality” 
(2006: 11). Motief feels it is therefore pertinent to help people develop their “sociological 
imagination” (Negt 1975), which means learning to see links between individual histories and 
social structures. Only through increased consciousness about such links does it become 
possible to create what Motief calls “counter stories”, defined as alternative stories that 
complicate hegemonic discourses, out of which meaning, courage and common capacity can 
be drawn (2006: 11). 
 From the beginning, as is claimed in the subsequent policy papers, feminism has been 
one of the sources of inspiration in the writings and work of Motief. The inclusion of 
perspectives from feminist theology attest to the relevance of feminist inspiration within 
Motief. In Motief’s writings, issues of women’s in- and exclusions are often mentioned 
alongside the issues of other vulnerable social groups, and sometimes women’s perspectives 
or a feminist perspective is put centre stage. For example, a chapter of the book Rose of 
Jericho (Een Roos van Jericho) – published  in 1997 by the Workplace for Theology and 
Society, one of the forerunners of Motief, at the occasion of its ten years anniversary – was 
written by Marianne van Boxelaer and put a feminist perspective central. The chapter, entitled 
‘Not A Matter Of Course’, describes some main tendencies within feminist theology as it was 
developed during the 1990s. In the same book, Remi Verwimp wrote a chapter entitled 
‘Midrash of Maria’. In this so-called midrash – a term that refers to a body of stories and 
interpretations by Jewish rabbinic sages to explain passages in the Hebrew Bible –, Verwimp 
aims at humanising and revolutionising Mary through giving her a voice and a critical opinion 
about today’s tendencies within politics, economic and Catholic faith. The author criticises 
official Catholicism by emphasising the necessity of putting the needs of the poor and 
vulnerable centre stage in Christian faith and practice through Maria’s voice: 
 
Later on, I felt desperate when I visited your churches and saw myself pinned against a pillar. 
What a mistake it was that people worshiped me as a virgin, but did not take care of 
fellowmen in need. I was most hurt by potentates and torturers who blasphemously sat on their 
knees, while I once sang to them hoping that they would feed those who are hungry and 
protect the weak. Did they forget all of that..? It pleases me that from today on I may 
sometimes step outside those paintings and statues and climb off the altars and live again in 
women and men, who do not accept injustice anymore, and I can be the soul of their protest. It 
pleases me that there are people today who let go a bit of church religion and return to that 
which inspired us: a world where justice is done to the poor, the widows and orphans, where 
those who are hurt are healed and where there is bread with dignity for everyone (1997b: 155, 
translation mine). 
 
Today, feminist theology and feminist perspectives find expression in Motief in various ways. 
Feminist theologian and Motief employee Anneleen Decoene recently gave a speech at the 
25
th
 anniversary of the Women and Faith Movement, which was published in the Women and 
Faith journal in 2013 as an article entitled ‘Call for Resistance: The Social Relevance of 
Feminist Theologies’. It argues for the relevance of feminist theologies in political-social 
161 
critiques and defines feminist theology as radical culture and religion critique regarding 
inequalities and oppression. Feminist theology aims at, according to Decoene,  
 
…the abolishment of suffering due to violence, exploitation and invisibility. It searches for 
alternatives and desires another society in which justice and wholeness are the rules of the 
game. Such a feminist perspective does not only pay attention to the way in which sexism 
marks women’s lives, but necessarily also analyses and transforms other forms of power 
inequality (2013: 1, translation mine).  
 
Feminist perspectives also find expression in connection to Motief’s antiracism agenda and in 
its critique of negative attitudes towards and stereotypes of Muslim women. In several 
writings, Motief argues for fully including young Muslims and Muslim women as citizens of 
Belgium with the right to express their identity and religiosity in their own terms. Several 
times, Motief employees wrote opinion articles in response to new developments within the 
headscarf debates and regulations (Verwimp 2007, Heens 2007, Heens e.a. 2008, Azabar 
2010, Segers 2011). One of Motief’s employees is a Muslim woman, who identifies as a 
feminist, and she published some articles throughout recent years on issues of social 
inequalities due to racist attitudes towards Muslims in general, and racist and sexist attitudes 
towards and stereotypes of Muslim women in particular. So while many writings of Motief 
touch upon the unequal position of Muslim communities in Flemish society from a 
progressive and committed outsiders’ perspective, those written by Samira Azabar bring also 
an insider perspective of a Muslim feminist into the work of Motief (Azabar 2012a, Azabar 
2012b). Not only Judaism and Christianity function as religious sources of inspiration and 
dangerous memories anymore, but also Islam. Azabar writes in a 2012 article about how 
Islam comprises traditions and memories of critique of social injustice, such as inequalities 
between men and women, and she puts this in contrast with common images about Islam as 
legitimizing women’s inferiority vis-à-vis men: 
 
The dominant feminist discourse is primarily Islamophobic. The majority of the Flemish 
women’s movement does not see any benefit in Islamic feminism, which aims at gender 
equality and social justice from within an Islamic framework of reference. The idea exists that 
the Enlightenment liberated our society from patriarchal thinking. [The story goes that] The 
demise of religion brought (gender)equality, the rise of religion will put women back into the 
Middle Ages. Muslim women, however, have struggled since decennia for a better position in 
society, without renouncing their Islamic faith. On the contrary, the Qur’an is for many 
women a source of strength for acquiring more freedom and equality. Muslim women often 
refer to the revolutionary concept of gender equality that was introduced in the Arabic tribal 
society of the 7
th
 century. The Qur’an was a response to an unjust society in which the weakest 
were abused, and where women were regarded as possession and had no say. Islam changed 
this situation by dictating that women are full citizens and are not inferior to men, and it did so 
already centuries ago. […] Many women, both believers and theologians, started a search for 
leading [female] figures in the history of Islam. In their struggle for recognition, they employ 
these pioneering women often as religious arguments in order to achieve emancipation. For 
me, Islam is essentially feminist (2012b: 1-2, translation mine).    
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To conclude, while from early on Motief included Christian feminist theology in its work, the 
reference to the writings of Samira Azabar shows that today, Motief also expresses, conveys 
and disseminates Islamic feminist perspectives (Motief 2013). 
 
 
7.4. Feminism and Religion: Questioning of Inequality of Religious and 
Secular Viewpoints  
 
In the following two sections (7.4 and 7.5) I shift the attention from Motief as an adult 
education organisation to one of its activities in which I participated – its reading group 
Feminism and Religion that ran for almost two years (2011-2013). I discuss the interview 
narratives of the reading group participants in which we spoke about their perspectives on and 
experiences with the relationship between feminism and religion in the Flemish context as 
well as their responses to the dynamics of the reading group conversations across differences 
among women regarding religious and secular worldviews. This section demonstrates the 
ways in which the participants criticise power inequalities between different religious and 
worldview communities in Flanders, and challenge the assumption of secularity as a neutral 
point of view that, in the words of feminist philosopher Donna Haraway (1988), comes from 
nowhere and is able to see everything from nowhere. Taking up a neutral point of view vis-à-
vis what are seen as specific and partial visions is what Haraway labels commiting the ‘god-
trick’. In what follows, I analyse the way in which the reading group participants’ 
perspectives provide critique of the assumed neutrality of secular points of view in the 
Flemish context as commiting a god-trick.  
First, I briefly describe four examples of self-positionings regarding religious and 
secular worldviews which were present in the interview narratives of those who were most 
explicit about this issue. It shows some of the variety of religious and secular points of view 
and their implications for particular professional and personal lives that existed within the 
reading group. For example, Lieve expresses her relationship with the Jewish-Christian 
tradition as one that is mainly about a certain connection with the Jewish and Christian textual 
traditions. These textual traditions function in Lieve’s life and work as a touchstone that 
provides some insights and criteria for developing a critical stance vis-à-vis current political, 
social and religious developments. Such insights and criteria are not ‘just there’ in the text, 
but need to be retrieved or revealed through critical hermeneutics. Because of the 
understanding of the textual traditions as a touchstone, Lieve feels that the increasing 
secularisation in terms of young people’s unfamiliarity with the Christian message and 
tradition, is a positive evolution. In her work for Motief, it means that there is the possibility 
to restart a process of building a critical relationship to the old texts and terminology. She 
experiences enthusiasm on the part of youth participating in courses of Motief to hear the 
stories from the Bible and to collectively try to find out what is ‘strange’ or ‘confrontational’ 
in these stories and what this says about current political, social and religious positionings in 
society.
50
 Imani finds in Islam inspiration for fighting for the rights of and caring for the most 
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vulnerable groups in society and similarly argues for a critical relationship to one’s faith and 
tradition, but less in the case of the textual source itself – the Qur’an – but rather to the 
Islamic traditions of interpretation and the culture and gendered power relations in which they 
are embedded. In her work, she attempts at disseminating Islamic emancipatory visions and 
practices.
51
 Jeanne, who has an atheist background and defines her life stance as agnostic, 
talks about religion as an inherently human characteristic linked to the need for meaning, 
belonging and respect. She refers to the way in which humanist organisations created rituals 
in order to mark some important moments in the lives of their members, such as rituals around 
marriage, to underline ‘religion’ and the ‘need for rituals’ as essentially human traits that even 
seem to ‘reemerge’ in rituals created by atheists. In that sense, what she calls the ‘come-back’ 
of the importance of religion in the public sphere and public life is not an unexpected 
development, especially in the face of increasing economic and social inequalities.
52
 Hilde 
found it somewhat difficult to situate herself in terms what she calls ‘the secular-spiritual-
religious spectrum’. She reluctantly situated herself as secular, but at the same time feels that 
those terms do not really fit her own point of view and experiences, “which is probably the 
case for many persons!”. During her life, she found inspiration in the study of Arabic, 
philosophy and ethics, and also in the meetings and exchanges with religious people, both 
Christians and Muslims.
53
  
 Second, while all the participants in the reading group at least agree upon the 
importance of using a feminist perspective in their work and activism, not all feel the need to 
identify as feminists and the relationship with feminist perspectives is not for everyone 
unquestioned or self-evident. Lieve, for example, told me how she felt for a long time some 
resistance towards feminism as a movement for women’s rights as she grew up with a strong 
and independent mother and therefore with the idea that emancipation is feasible for every 
woman, as long as she wants to and works on it. During her work at the Workplace for 
Theology and Society (one of the forerunners of Motief) she realised that her experience was 
a class privileged one. In her studies in practical theology in the Netherlands, again a 
resistance emerged towards feminism, this time towards feminist theological critique. Lieve 
felt that it was useless to try to do feminist exegesis and create feminist readings out of ‘ages 
old patriarchal texts’. However, later on she started to value the work of feminist theologian 
Elizabeth Schűssler Fiorenza. Especially her formulation and construction of a hermeneutics 
of suspicion inspires her. An example of Fiorenza’s formulation of this specific method of 
reading and interpreting the Biblical texts can be found in a 1990 article in which she gives an 
overview of developments in her thinking: 
 
Insofar as the Bible encodes both the ‘democratic’ vision of equality in the Spirit as well as the 
injunctions to patriarchal submission as the ‘Word of God’, its interpretation must begin with a 
hermeneutics of suspicion that can unravel the patriarchal politics inscribed in the biblical text. 
Since the Bible is written in androcentric, grammatically masculine language that can function 
as generic inclusive or as patriarchal exclusive language, feminist interpretation must develop 
a hermeneutics of critical evaluation for proclamation that is able to assess theologically 
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whether scriptural texts function to inculcate patriarchal values, or whether they must be read 
against their linguistic ‘androcentric grain’ in order to set free their liberating vision for today 
and for the future. Such a feminist hermeneutics of liberation reconceptualizes the 
understanding of Scripture as nourishing bread rather than as unchanging sacred word 
engraved in stone (1990: 800, emphasis original). 
 
Some of the narratives showed crititicsm of feminism as a middle class engagement, which 
loses its meaning as soon as the perspectives of the most underprivileged women in society 
are taken into account. This is a critique that has been voiced in feminist theory politics since 
early rethinkings of the category of ‘women’ and gender in relation to issues of race, class and 
sexuality (Crenshaw 1991, Brah & Phoenix 2004). According to Imani, despite this criticism, 
feminism often hardly reaches low educated and poor women. Feminism in the sense of 
thinking about improving women’s position in society is, Imani argues, not an issue for lower 
class women, as they do not have the time and opportunity to engage with women’s rights, 
but are busy with their own and their families’ survival on a day-to-day basis. Some feminist 
initiatives do reach poor women, but in Imani’s experience, they are exceptional.   
During our interview conversations, all participants of the reading group were critical 
of Flemish public debates, notably regarding the role dominant notions of religion play in 
them. Below I first explore viewpoints in the interview narratives about relationships between 
feminism and religion as they are felt to be constructed in public debates. After that, I focus at 
the issue of secularity by turning to critiques voiced regarding the increased presence and 
supposed neutrality of secular points of view.          
 
 
7.4.1. Criticising Anti-Religious Perspectives   
 
All the reading group participants question the power relations that shape who is included or 
excluded as protagonists in the Flemish public debates about feminism, cultural diversity and 
religion (Coene & Longman 2006, Longman 2013). They also question what are in their 
opinion one-sided or mistaken understandings of religion. Several participants see the debate 
about feminism and religion as partly spurred by antireligious sentiments and as 
predominantly talking about Muslims in general and Muslim women in particular. They 
criticise the fact that often Muslim women are not acknowledged as full participants in the 
debate, and if they are present, their voices and opinions are not taken into full consideration. 
Some find it problematic that because of a focus upon religion and culture, issues of social 
and economic inequalities remain out of sight, while they should be tackled. Jeanne, for 
example, denounces the dominant focus on the Islamic headscarf in the face of the social-
economic situation of many inhabitants of the poor neighbourhoods of Brussels. She asks: 
“What is more important: the fact that those girls wear a headscarf, or the fact that they are 
poor and are not given any opportunities?”54 Instead of questioning the choices made by 
Muslim women, Hilde redirects her gaze towards humanist and secular feminists and poses 
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the following question: “How can we make humanist women, who struggled for emancipation 
vis-à-vis Catholicism, realise that religion can also be emancipatory? That is one of the core 
issues for me.”55    
One-sided and mistaken understandings of religion are identified as an important 
problem of the public debates and in society at large. Both Jeanne and Anne-Sophie situate 
this problem mainly on the part of humanists and socialists in Flanders. Jeanne speaks about 
what she sees as the creation of the ‘good Muslim’ and the ‘bad Muslim’ in the ways she 
hears people talking about Islam. She argues that this construction is in fact not based on 
racism, but is instead about a certain attitude towards religion. Jeanne also poses questions 
about the idea that religion will eventually disappear, which is, according to her, held by 
many leftist individuals, intellectuals and social movements – an observation shared by 
critical scholars such as Sami Zemni and Nadia Fadil (2004). She formulates her thoughts as 
such:  
 
What I mean by saying that they are from the ‘small left’ or ‘left’ is that they are people who 
are supposedly open towards internationalist thinking, right? I think you can hardly be a 
communist or socialist without thinking internationally, thinking in a cosmopolitan way. I 
think, for me that is related. But with those people it is not related anymore at the moment we 
coin the word religion, or headscarf or burka (laughing). And that is very peculiar. And they 
start to classify the good and the bad Muslims. The good Muslims are those who do not wear 
headscarves and who, they see it that way, adapt to our secular society. Who do not speak 
about the Qur’an, who.. Those are the good Muslims. And then there are also the bad 
Muslims. They wear a headscarf and insist upon wearing it, and they see the Qur’an as a 
guidance in their lives. […] Yes, visions about Islam create cleavages between people. 
Everywhere, in all political parties, that is the main point of debate. Whether women are 
allowed to wear a headscarf. And if you think so, you are considered a dangerous individual 
(laughing). That is what it boils down to. [And they respond:] ‘You are intimidated by 
religion, you forgot where we came from.’ […] [Some belief] it is about a transition. That 
group says something like well yes, let them [Muslims] do as they please and after a while it 
[religion] will end by itself. […] But the question is: should it [religion] end, or should it not 
end? I find that difficult to judge.
56
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 Interview Hilde, 1 March 2012  
56 Maar wat ik bedoel met ze komen uit klein links of ze komen uit links, is het zijn mensen die eigenlijk toch een.. waarvan 
wordt verondersteld dat ze openstaan naar internationalistische gedachten he. Ik vind dat ge moeilijk communist kunt zijn 
of socialist zonder internationaal te denken, cosmopolitisch te denken. Ik denk dat dat, voor mij hangt dat samen. Dus bij 
die mensen hangt dat niet meer samen, op het moment dat het woord religie valt of het woord hoofddoek of het woord 
boerka (lacht). Dat is het eigenaardige daar. En die dan de mensen indelen, dus ge hebt dan de goede moslims he en de 
slechte moslims. De goede moslims zijn diegenen die geen hoofddoekjes dragen en die, hoe zij dat dan zien, zich aanpassen 
aan onze seculiere maatschappij he. Die niet spreken over de koran, die.. Dat zijn de goede moslims. En dan hebt ge de 
slechte moslims en dat zijn die en die een hoofddoek en dat absoluut willen ophouden.. die de koran als leidraad zien een 
beetje in hun leven. […] …die [visies op islam] zijn gewoon een splijt[zwam]. … Overal, in alle politieke partijen, overal is dat 
gewoon het punt van discussie. Of dat vrouwen nu een hoofddoekje mogen opzetten of niet. En als ge dat vindt [dat ze dat 
mogen], dan zijt gij een gevaarlijk individu (lacht). Daar komt het bijna op neer. En dan laat ge u [zogenaamd] doen door de 
godsdienst, en dan zijt ge vergeten van waar dat we komen. […] [Sommigen zeggen] van het is een overgang. Het is een 
beetje die groep, die na een tijd gaat zeggen [van] ja we laten ze [moslims] nu doen en het [religie] gaat wel [vanzelf] 
ophouden. Maar het is de vraag: moet het [religie] ophouden, moet het niet ophouden? Ik kan dat voor mijn eigen moeilijk 
insch[atten].. 
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Here, Jeanne questions the normative assumption of the disappearance of religion. This is an 
assumption that comes along with classical secularisation theories, which are currently 
criticised from various disciplinary perspectives through, for example, starting from the lives 
of women (Bracke 2008, Aune, Sharma & Vincett 2008). The discursive construction of 
‘good Muslims’ and ‘bad Muslims’ is analysed by Mahmood Mamdani (2002) as a form of 
‘culture talk’, a dichotomy that is emerging from and increasingly prevalent in Western 
discussions about relations with Muslim-majority regions. He argues that the category of 
‘good Muslims’ is associated with modern culture, while ‘bad Muslim’ is associated with 
premodern culture. Premodern Muslims seem to have no politics, no history and no debates. 
The implication, Mamdani writes, is that the salvation of ‘bad Muslims’ lies “in philanthropy, 
in being saved from the outside” (2002: 767).     
 Anne-Sophie experienced similar one-sided and predominantly negative attitudes 
towards religion in her work for Motief with humanists and socialists. Collaborations and 
coalition buildings with humanist and socialist individuals and organisations are therefore 
often tensioned endeavours, although exceptions among humanists and socialists exist. 
However, because of the dominance of negative understandings of religion, Motief finds it 
hardly possible to establish collaborations with humanist and socialist organisations and 
movements. She tells about her experience: 
 
We are already since some time searching, but the problem is.. Yes, humanists in Flanders.. 
especially organised humanists, today they very much bring along their antichurch past. And 
they bring it along regarding Muslims. […] At some point, Motief had conversations about 
religion, not about feminism, with Marxist organizations. But it just didn’t work out. They still 
very much have the idea that religion is the opium of the people.
57
  
 
Interestingly, both Imani and Jeanne point at the role of emotion or affect in debates and 
conversations about religion. They experience that affects such as fear play an important and 
obstructive role, and lead to blurred notions of religion as a threat. Following the analysis by 
Saba Mahmood of the Danish cartoon controversy (2009), I suggest this sense of threat may 
have to do with “some of the assumptions that secure the polarization between religious 
extremism and secular freedom wherein the former is judged to be uncritical, violent, and 
tyrannical and the latter tolerant, satirical and democratic” (2009: 100). Emotions seem to 
dominate, according to Imani and Jeanne, especially in the voices of humanists and socialists 
in the debates at the expense of reasoned and nuanced thinking. So we may indeed refer here 
to instances of ‘religious reason versus secular affect’ (Mahmood 2009). The question then is, 
as Jeanne puts it, how and why did affect become so important in notions of religion held 
especially by leftist individuals and movements, but now increasingly also on the part of 
Muslim actors in the debates? In her narrative, Jeanne refers to a debate about religion and 
                                                          
57 Ja zeker, we zijn er al een tijdje ook rond aan het zoeken en zo, maar het probleem is ook.. Ja, met de vrijzinnigen in 
Vlaanderen.. vooral die georganiseerde vrijzinnigen die hebben echt nog dat antikerk verleden heel erg mee gepakt. En die 
pakken dat nu ook mee ten aanzien van de moslims. […] We hebben bij Motief ook nog ooit uhm gesprekken gedaan niet 
rond feminisme maar wel rond religie vandaag, met marxistische organisaties. Maar dat werkte gewoon ook niet. Die 
hadden echt zo nog het idee van ja religie is het opium voor het volk. 
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feminism organised in November 2011 by cultural centre Pianofabriek in Brussels, where 
both of us were present as members of the audience.
58
  
 
It becomes an emotional discussion between two groups, in which all reason disappeared. You 
experienced it also [at the debate] in the Pianofabriek, there it was like that too, right? There 
was no reason anymore. Everyone just started shouting. There was only emotion. But why is 
there so much emotion? Regarding something like religion? I think that is the question that 
should be posed. And I think that the main point is the fear they have that they will be forced 
to become religious again. I have no other [explanation], I see no other meaning. Why would 
you otherwise go that far? Sometimes it is really inhuman, at least I find it sometimes 
inhuman, the way they speak with [Muslim] women. I saw it once happening with Zeynab 
[one of the Muslim BOEH! activists] in a debate. Someone in the room said something, and 
she responded: “Yes, I am emancipated”. At that time she was a student and she said “I am at 
university, I am following university education”. And that guy just started like this: “That is 
impossible, that is impossible!” Like that! “You just don’t know who you are!” And you are 
facing a woman with a headscarf. So from where does this unreasonability emerge? I think it 
is fear. […] In politics, they might have a reason to act like that. Because it can be useful. But 
in those atheist circles, those people are not on any list [of a political party], they are not 
eligible. So it comes from their heart. And you really feel it during the discussion that [holding 
her breath] they almost bring their intestines out (laughing). I really can’t.. that is just spitting! 
It is not anymore.. all logic is gone. […] I am amazed every time. And everytime I think: how 
is that possible?
59
  
 
Also Imani recognises the role emotion and affect play when it comes to discussions about 
Islam, also in her work for Motief. She wants to give more space to emotions in the 
educational work she does, but does not know how to do that in a productive way. At the 
same time, those emotions – directed at Muslims – are very painful for her and she 
experiences them as unreasonable and unfair.  
 
…sometimes it seems very real for [them] as women who put aside religion that another 
religion might take over. And that happens at the emotional level, because if you look at it 
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 http://www.pianofabriek.be/spip.php?page=article&id_article=982&lang=fr&moturl=2, last accessed 28 February 2014  
59 Het wordt gewoon een emotionele discussie van twee groepen, waarin dat elke reden weg is. Je hebt het ook 
meegemaakt in de Pianofabriek, dat was toch ook een beetje zo? Daar is geen reden niet meer. Iedereen begon gewoon te 
roepen. Er is alleen nog emotie. Maar waarom is er zoveel emotie? Rond iets als religie? Dat is de vraag denk ik die moet 
gesteld worden. En daar denk ik dat het enige punt is die angst die ze hebben om, ze gaan mij dwingen om terug religieus te 
worden. Ik heb geen andere, ik zie geen andere zin, waarom dat ge anders zo ver kunt gaan. Het is soms zelfs onmenselijk, 
allee ik vind het soms onmenselijk zoals zij naar die vrouwen [moslima’s] spreken. ik heb eens gehad.. ik denk niet dat met 
Imani, ik denk dat dat met Zeynab was, in een debat dat er iemand in de zaal zei [iets] en zij zei ‘ja nee, ik ben 
geëmancipeerd’, en toen studeerde ze nog en ‘ik zit aan de universiteit, ik doe een universitaire studie’. En die man die 
begon zo ‘dat kan niet, dat kan niet!’. Zo! ‘Gij weet gewoon niet wie dat ge zijt!’ Maar gij zit daar tegenover een vrouw die 
een hoofddoek draagt.. dus vanwaar die onredelijkheid? Ik denk angst. […] Hebben ze daar reden.. Als ge dat politiek 
bekijkt, dan zou ik zeggen ze hebben daar reden toe om dat te doen. Want dat is bruikbaar. Maar bij die atheïstische 
kringen, die mensen staan op geen lijst, die moeten niet verkozen worden. Dus dat is echt vanuit hun hart. En ge voelt ook 
in die discussie dat dat [ademt diep in] gans hun darmen worden bijna naar buiten gebracht (lacht). Ik kan dat echt.. dat is 
gewoon spuwen! Het is niet meer.. alle logica is weg. En dat is toch iets.. Ik sta er ook elke keer versteld van. En iedere keer 
denk ik van hoe is het mogelijk? 
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rationally, than it seems absurd that a group which comprises only one fifth or one tenth of the 
total population is suddenly going to take over.
60
          
 
At some other moment in our conversation, Imani questions what she sees as the persistent 
attention of policy-making and public and academic debates for the role of religion in the 
multicultural society. Too much attention goes to issues pertaining to Muslim communities 
and the role of Islam in integration and social and economic issues. While this attention is 
largely negative – in the sense of problematising Islam – it gives at the same time visibility to 
certain minority groups at the expense of others. This dynamic leads, according to Imani, to 
some unexpected power inequalities, in this case between minority groups and among 
minority women. She tells me about a recent symposium she joined, where women of 
Congolese backgrounds voiced critique regarding the invisibility of black women in the 
public debates and policy making due to the persistent focus on religion and Islam: 
 
That was at the same time the problem, that if you forget other differences and only focus on 
religion, the discussion of the cultural aspect was comprised by or compared with the religious 
aspect. As if the two are connected. And then you hear those [black] women speak: ‘And what 
about us?’ That was very confrontational, because we [Muslim women] always pose the same 
question vis-à-vis the dominant [group in society]. So you realise how on the one hand you are 
considered to be in the specific position of a minority, but [on the other hand at times] you are 
considered in another position and as a majority. While you indeed also share issues, and that 
was very striking, that you say that we are both members of a minority and we feel the 
pressure from above to conform to the notion of emancipation that is already put in place by 
[white] women. It happens also sometimes with other minority groups, for example in the 
headscarf debates. I once received a response from the Sikhs, who felt forgotten. […] So there 
is the aspect of power, you can possess power as a minority. It [the notion of power] has 
negative associations, such as those of force and abuse. That means you never think about it 
into depth, that you are able to possess it [power], but you do. It may be in the sense of a 
means of pressure or a following, but you do have it.
61
   
 
Imani’s narrative demonstrates how she started to realise that while she is perceived to be 
belonging to a minority in some situations, in other contexts she might be seen as part of the 
majority. She explains her sense of a contradiction in terms of power, which she 
                                                          
60 …soms is het echt zo reëel voor [hen] als vrouwen die religie aan de kant hebben gezet dat een andere religie het kan 
overnemen. Terwijl als ge, en dat is op emotioneel niveau, want als ge het rationeel bekijkt, lijkt het absurd dat een groep 
die nog niet eens een vijfde of een tiende uitmaakt van de bevolking, dat die het hier plots zou overnemen. 
61 Maar dat was tegelijkertijd natuurlijk ook het probleem een beetje, dat ge dan al die andere verschillen vergeet, en dat 
ge enkel en alleen focust op religie en heel het culturele aspect werd samengesteld of samen vergeleken met het religieuze 
aspect. Dus alsof de twee met elkaar verbonden waren. Uhm en als je dan die vrouwen hoort van en waar zijn wij dan? Dat 
was zo confronterend, omdat wij die vraag ook altijd stelden naar die dominante [groep in de samenleving toe]. Dus je ziet 
dan hoe dat ge enerzijds in een bepaalde positie als minderheid wordt bezien, maar in een andere positie dan weer als een 
meerderheid geldt. En terwijl ge inderdaad hetgeen wat dat ge deelt, en dat was toch heel frapant, dat je dan zegt van we 
zijn allebei lid van een minderheid uhm en wij voelen beiden die druk van bovenaf om u te conformeren aan een vorm van 
emancipatie die al door [witte] vrouwen vastgesteld werden. Uhm dat is trouwens ook zo met andere minderheidsgroepen, 
in heel het hoofddoekendebat bijvoorbeeld, uhm had ik ooit eens de reactie gekregen van de Sikhs, dat zij  vergeten 
werden. […] Of heel het aspect van macht, dat je ook macht kunt hebben als minderheid he. Dat maakt ook zo heel ja, het 
heeft een negatieve associatie, macht en machtsmisbruik en andere. Dus ge gaat nooit daarin verder [denken] dat ge die 
ooit maar kunt hebben [macht], maar die hebt ge wel. Uhm of dat dat nu iets is als een soort van drukkingsmiddel of uwe 
achterban of wat dan ook, maar ge hebt die wel.  
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reconceptualises as something that is given shape in the relationships between individuals and 
groups of people and therefore depends on contexts. This Foucauldian understanding does not 
locate power as in the hands of one group at the expense of others, but as moving, ambiguous 
and highly situated in a specific historical, political and social context (Ramazanoglu 1993).  
 
 
7.4.2. Criticising the Assumed Neutrality of Secularity 
 
More general insights regarding the dominance of secular language and thinking in Flanders 
were also formulated during several meetings of the reading group in which feminist writings 
were discussed. The increasing normativity of secular language in general, and in women’s 
organisations in particular, also those belonging to the Catholic pillar (Dobbelaere 2010), has 
several impacts for religiously inspired feminists. It means that the viewpoints, language and 
motivation of religious feminists, when made explicit in religious terms, are rendered 
invisible, suspect or ‘other’ within secular feminist circles (Zine 2004). This leads to the 
marginalisation of other-than secular voices and/or the assimilation of religious feminists to 
secular language and ways of thinking. Imani, one of the Motief employees and one of the 
Muslim BOEH! activists, elaborated on this problem during the interview, in which she 
reflects on the work of BOEH!: 
  
We always take the dominant group as a starting point, also when we want to discuss 
[Muslim] minority communities and their rights, also in that case we use the language of 
secular women. I notice this in BOEH!. In fact, in BOEH! we choose explicitly for that [use of 
secular language] because we thought if we want to communicate [our argument] in an 
understandable way to others and if we want to make our case, then we need to decide to use 
secular language. […] Yes, it is a strategic choice. Religious language is seen as odd, and just 
because you deal with religion, you would never be regarded as feminists. But if you start 
from the [secular] idea that we as women support freedom of choice and if this freedom of 
choice results in a headscarf, than that is possible, it should be okay.
62
  
 
The BOEH! activists had to find a shared framework for their argumentation against the 
regulation of Muslim women’s clothes in public spheres, one that is understandable for and 
can be heard by a broader public, including politicians. They choose to situate their arguments 
within the liberal-secular language of the human rights framework (Hewitt 2007), one might 
say a ‘strategic liberalism’,63 while remaining aware of some of the problems that surround 
claims based on individual and autonomous freedom of choice (Hussein 2007). Interestingly, 
                                                          
62 [W]e vertrokken [altijd] vanuit die dominante groep, ook als we in gesprek willen gaan over minderheden en hun rechten 
en zo verder, dan gebruiken we ook altijd de termen of de taal van de seculiere vrouwen. En ook binnen BOEH! uhm merk 
ik dat dat heel erg naar voren komt. Met BOEH! hebben we daar trouwens ook heel expliciet voor gekozen omdat we zoiets 
hadden van als we ons uhm begrijpbaar willen overbrengen naar de rest en onze zaak heel duidelijk willen stellen, dan 
moeten we kiezen voor de seculiere taal. […] Ja, tuurlijk [it is a strategic choice]. Tuurlijk. Anders zijt ge maar een bende 
kwibussen die daar samen komt (lacht) en gaat ge ook al veel, en zou ge ook nooit het label feminist op u gekregen hebben 
omdat ge met religie bezig zijt. Terwijl als ge vertrekt vanuit de invalshoek van wij als vrouwen zijn voor keuzevrijheid en als 
die keuzevrijheid zich resulteert in een hoofddoek dan mag dat, dan kan dat, dan moet dat kunnen.  
63
 Claudia Brunner proposed the phrase ‘strategic liberalism’ in response to my paper at the 8th Feminist Conference in 
Budapest, 2012.  
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due to the problematisation of the norm of secularity during several meetings of the reading 
group, some secular participants – including myself – became more aware of the fact that 
their secularity is a normative and powerful position but by no means neutral or more 
objective than the standpoints of religiously inspired women. Anne-Sophie, white and non-
believing, expresses this process as such:  
 
Yes, it is indeed true that those things you found self-evident or neutral are suddenly not self-
evident or neutral anymore. Yes, maybe it happens more easily to non-believers, that they see 
themselves as neutral.
64
 
 
To elaborate her point, Anne-Sophie referred to recent public debates about reforming the 
system of religious education at Flemish community public schools (GO!). Religious 
education as it is currently organised currently is complex and expensive. The parents are able 
to choose for their children education in all of the seven religious and secular worldviews that 
are officially recognised by the Belgian state, which means they can choose for their child to 
have Catholic, Protestant, Orthodox Christian, Anglican, Jewish or Islamic education or non-
confessional ethics. The school is obligated to provide the child with the religious education 
of the parents’ choice. So even when there is at a certain school only one child for which the 
parents prefer to have Anglican education, the school is obligated to provide this child with a 
teacher, a classroom and the materials for education. In recent years, ideas pro and contra 
reforming this system were formulated. One idea that is embraced by several reform-minded 
protagonists in the debate is that of creating one new compulsory subject for all in which 
various religions and worldviews that exist world wide can be discussed (Loobuyck & 
Franken 2011).
65
 The debate continues up until today.
66
 Anne-Sophie told me about how she 
discussed with her religious colleagues the particular idea of creating one new compulsory 
subject for all at Flemish public schools and found herself questioned by her colleagues:   
 
It was a discussion about upbringing, about the idea that rose to organise our religious 
education at schools differently. Because at the moment, children need to choose a religion 
and after that they stay in that group [which receives Catholic, Protestant, Christian Orthodox, 
Anglican, Jewish, Islamic education or non-confessional ethics] during all those years of their 
education. The idea now is to open that up and to put everyone together and be educated in 
various religions. And I found that a good idea. But the believers in our workplace, namely 
Imani and Lieve, they didn’t. They thought that you should at least be educated by someone 
who is part of the same faith. Not by someone who is an outsider to that and who doesn’t 
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 Ja. Het is inderdaad zo dat dingen die je vanzelfsprekend vindt of neutraal dat opeens niet meer zijn. Ja, misschien dat 
niet-gelovigen dat rapper hebben, dat ze zichzelf als neutraal zien. 
65
 See for an indication of the debates about the organization of religious education at Flemish public schools the 2010 
opinion article ‘Breng Godsdienstonderwijs bij de Tijd’, signed by philosophers Ludo Abicht, Eva Brems, Jan Verplaetse, Guy 
Vanheeswijck, Nick the Clippel, Walter van Herck, Stijn Latre and Peter Visser. 
http://www.demorgen.be/dm/nl/2461/Opinie/article/detail/1104968/2010/05/12/Breng-godsdienstonderwijs-bij-de-
tijd.dhtml  
66
 See for example the 2011 opinion text by the Free Flemish Christian Democrats (VVC) entitled ‘Recht op 
Godsdienstonderwijs’,  
http://www.knack.be/nieuws/recht-op-godsdienstonderwijs/article-opinion-33444.html  
And the overview article by Daan Oostveen, ‘Over een Eenheidsvak in het Levensbeschouwelijk Onderwijs in Belgie’, 
http://www.dewereldmorgen.be/artikels/2013/09/02/over-een-eenheidsvak-in-het-levensbeschouwelijk-onderwijs-in-
belgie  
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know how it feels or who is only able to convey a part – that is the outsider story. While you 
should receive the insider story. So we had a conversation about that. And at the end, I didn’t 
think about it the same way anymore. I did not revise my opinion entirely, but at least I 
understood their arguments. And [at first] I thought that we should not from the beginning 
steer our children too much in a specific direction, let them discover things for themselves. 
And they didn’t agree. [They argued that] Everyone conveys norms and values. Something 
like giving your child a neutral upbringing and allowing it to choose, that doesn’t exist. Well, I 
didn’t put it sharply like that. But I was thinking more in that direction.. Yes, I think it is 
typically the blind spot one has as a non-believer, so that.. To regard non-believing as more 
neutral. Even if you know that that isn’t the case, you still assume it.67 
 
Here, Anne-Sophie conveys how conversations with Lieve and Imani force her to rethink and 
sometimes revise her opinion. She explains how her blind spots are at times revealed by the 
confrontations with religious views and opinions, making her realise that she too often takes 
for granted that non-believing is a neutral point of view. It are precisely these conversations 
that make her question her own opinions. Her narrative points at the power differences 
between religious and non-religious women. Whenever non-believers are able to assume and 
occupy the position of ‘neutrality’, their opinions will be the invisible norm against which 
others are compared and judged, which means a position of power vis-à-vis believers. The 
invisibility of secularity as a standpoint implicates that universal values can be expressed from 
a secular point of view, while believers are assumed to be only able to express particular 
values. German liberal philosopher Jurgen Habermas argues that in the public sphere of 
politics and law- and policy-making, while religious and secular citizens should engage in a 
mutual learning process, it remains necessary to use a language that all citizens understand – 
that is secular language (2008: 27-29). His perspective has been criticised by Flemish 
philosophers who argue that it does not fully recognise fundamental characteristics and 
dynamics of religion (Braekman 2009, Loobuyck & Rummens 2009, Loobuyck 2011), but it 
has not been reflected upon in terms of power relations between religious and secular 
communities and citizens. Power inequality explains the fact that secular language becomes 
the evident and natural means of communication in collaborations and coalitions of religious 
and non-religious women, as the story of Imani above indicated. Imani continues that the 
                                                          
67
 Het was een discussie over opvoeden of zo. Uhm.. rond dat idee dat er nu is om het godsdienstonderwijs anders te gaan 
geven he. Dat.. want nu moeten kinderen een godsdienst kiezen en blijven ze gedurende het hele onderwijs in dat ene 
groepje zitten. Dan is nu het idee om dat open te trekken. En dat iedereen samen zit en dat je rond verschillende religies les 
krijg. En ik vond dat wel een goed idee. Maar die gelovigen op de werkvloer, namelijk Hajar en Lieve, helemaal niet. Uhm, 
omdat die zoiets hadden van ja je moet toch ook uhm ten eerste les krijgen van iemand die ook in het geloof staat. Niet 
iemand die er buiten staat, die weet niet hoe dat dan voelt of kan maar een deel overbrengen: het buitenstaander verhaal. 
Terwijl je ook dat binnenstaander perspectief moet krijgen. Uhm, ja we hadden daar een heel gesprek over alleszins. En dan 
op het einde had ik inderdaad zo ja ik dacht niet helemaal hetzelfde als in het begin. Ik had toch wel.. ik kan niet zeggen dat 
ik mijn mening volledig heb herzien, maar ik kan wel komen in hun argumenten. Uhm en het ging er ook over dat.. wacht 
he.. ik had zoiets van ja we moeten kinderen ook niet teveel al van het begin sturen, laat ze zelf maar van alles ontdekken. 
En dat vonden zij ook van ja dat is toch helemaal niet waar. Iedereen geeft toch normen en waarden door. En er is niet 
zoiets als ja je gaat uw kind neutraal opvoeden en die moet het maar kiezen. Allee, ik had het niet zo scherp verwoord. 
Maar ik dacht toch ook iets meer in die richting dan zo.. Ja ik denk zo een beetje typisch uw blinde vlek als ge niet gelovig 
zijt, dat ge.. Dat je niet gelovig zijn nog altijd een beetje als neutraal beschouwd. Ook al weet ge dat dat niet zo is, maar dat 
je daar toch nog vanuit gaat. En zij hadden zoiets van ja ouders maken toch altijd keuzes voor hun kinderen en zo. Dus 
waarom zou dan een gelovige keuze slechter zijn dan een andere keuze. En dan begon ik na te denken van ja inderdaad, 
ook rond ecologie en zo geven wij onze kinderen heel bewust gestuurde boodschappen mee en een levenshouding. Dus ja 
eigenlijk doe ik dat ook. Dus wat is het probleem dan. 
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strategic choice of using secular language has implications for the ability of BOEH! to reach 
low educated Muslim women, for whom religious language is important: 
 
It became a norm that if we start a conversation, we use secular language. All others [religious 
communities] are ignored regarding their particularities and language. […] If you look at the 
current situation, feminism became a loaded term and doesn’t refer to religion anymore, and a 
group rose that does claim it [religion] but simulteanously uses secular language. That is 
somewhat ambiguous and I do notice.. We [BOEH!] are doing two things at the same time. 
We are on the one hand busy with raising awareness of women who regard religion as a 
powerful source for their emancipation trajectory. And on the other hand we want to reach the 
government and other institutions, who feel that the headscarf is oppressive. And there we 
should in fact make the choice that.. Well, it is actually a bit schizophrenic, because towards 
the first group [Muslim women] we need to use religious language, because it is close to their 
experience, it is what they use. And on the other hand we should use secular language vis-à-
vis the government and other institutions in order to keep the story as rational as possible, and 
not go the emotional way. But I already noticed that in all of our exchanges, in promotions and 
in other issues, we always use the secular language. Because that is the dominant one. And we 
never questioned that. Whether that is okay, or whether there are other possibilities. It is 
actually the most natural thing in the world. And precisely the fact that we don’t question it, I 
find that problematic. And those are some of the insights I develop, for example also the fact 
that feminism is something middle class. You hardly reach low educated women, although that 
was one of the aspects of BOEH!, at first it did reach those women.
68
 
  
Imani points in her narrative at a number of paradoxes when it comes to activism and 
language. First, there is the paradox of religious women publicly claiming feminism through 
secular language (it should be noted that the ‘paradox’ is always a matter of context, as in 
other societies religious women making secular claims may not feel as paradoxical at all, see 
for example Badran 2005). Second and related, there is the paradox of religious feminists 
losing the connections in their activism to low educated and poor religious women precisely 
due to their use of secular language. Secularity and class intersect here in the ways in which 
religious feminists are or are not able to reach out and connect to various audiences 
simulteanously. Imani continued that she believes that BOEH!’s use of secular language is 
                                                          
68
 Maar ook al heel het aspect dat nu ook bij iedereen de norm is verworden of tot de norm is geworden van als we in 
gesprek gaan met elkander dan hanteren we de seculiere taal. We gaan in gesprek en ge kunt bij wijze van spreke.. alle 
anderen worden genegeerd in hun eigenheid, in hun taalgebruik, in andere aspecten. […] Ik bedoel als ge het nu zo bekijkt 
waarbij het feminisme als term vooral uhm ja heel erg geladen is en zeker niet meer verwijst naar religie, en dan krijg je nu 
een groep die dat wel opeist, maar tegelijkertijd ook een heel seculiere taal hanteert. Dus het is een beetje dubbelzinnig en 
ik merk ook daardoor dat ge naar uw doelgroep.. Want we zijn met twee verschillende zaken bezig. We zijn enerzijds bezig 
met het sensibiliseren van vrouwen die religie als kracht zien voor hun emancipatie verhaal. En anderzijds naar de overheid 
toe en naar andere instellingen, die het gevoel hebben dat een hoofddoek onderdrukkend werkt. Maar ook daar zou ge 
eigenlijk de keuze moeten maken dat ge.. ja, dan is het eigenlijk nogal een beetje schizofreen, want naar de ene groep 
moeten we wel die religieuze taal hanteren, omdat dat hetgeen is wat dicht bij hen ligt, waar dat ze ook gebruik van maken. 
En anderzijds zouden we de seculiere taal moeten gebruiken naar de overheid en naar andere instellingen om het verhaal 
of het gesprek ook zo rationeel mogelijk te blijven voeren en het niet de emotionele toer te laten opgaan. Maar ik merk nu 
ook dat in al onze uitwisselingen, in al onze promoties, en in andere zaken, dat we altijd die seculiere taal hanteren. Omdat 
dat gewoon de dominante is. En we hebben ons daar ook nooit vragen bij gesteld. Of dat dat okay was, of dat er een andere 
mogelijkheid zou zijn, dat is eigenlijk de normaalste zaak van de wereld. En juist dat gegeven dat we ons er geen vragen bij 
stellen, vind ik wel problematisch. En dat zijn ook bijvoorbeeld een aantal inzichten die ge krijgt, waarbij bijvoorbeeld ook 
dat gegeven dat feminisme echt wel iets middenklasses is he. De laaggeschoolde vrouwen bereikt ge amper, terwijl dat dat 
juist het aspect is van BOEH!, dat ge ze in eerste instantie wel bereikte. 
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one of the aspects that led to losing its connection to a large group of low educated women, 
for whom religious language is important. Those women still do support the struggle of 
BOEH!, but, in Imani’s experience, they are not really engaged anymore the way they were in 
the beginning. She told me about the ambiguous feeling this situation caused for her.  
 When I asked Rosanne during our interview conversation about her experience with 
the exchanges and conversations between religious and non-religious women, she expressed 
her discomfort with the categories I used. While she did not deny that power differences 
between secular and religious feminists and their languages exist, she felt that speaking in 
terms of these two categories erases some important differences within each category. As 
Rosanne puts her critique: 
 
I think that Imani is dealing with religion in a very different way than I do. Or it is not 
necessarily about dealing with, but about experiencing differently. And those differences 
would disappear [by using such categories].
69
  
 
For Rosanne it is important, as a Christian white feminist, to reflect upon the inequalities 
amongst religious feminists, such as between Christian and Muslim feminists, and between 
white religious feminists and religious feminists belonging to ethnic minorities.  
As the above narratives attest, the ‘complex conversations’ (Lugones 2006) across 
religious-secular differences appear to be an effective instrument to reveal norms that were to 
some invisible before. The reading group discussion led to the awareness of the relevance of 
posing questions regarding in- and exclusions, for example, in the use of certain languages or 
concepts and excluding others. Revealing the social-historical constructedness of secularity 
has some parallels with critical research on whiteness (Frankenberg 1999). Both the focus on 
secularity and whiteness – interrelated categories in the West-European mind-set (Griffin & 
Braidotti 2002) – mark and critique of social positionings and viewpoints that were invisible 
before. It remains of importance to name and deconstruct notions of secularity and whiteness 
as contributions to ongoing critique of racism and oppressive forms of secularism in Western 
Europe. These types of awareness raising can be transformative when rethinking and redoing 
feminist solidarity and coalition building across differences. The issue of feminist solidarity 
and coalition building will be precisely the topic of investigation in the next section of this 
chapter.   
 
 
7.5. Feminism and Religion: Rethinking Feminist Solidarity 
 
The reading group participants told me the conversations about religion and feminism during 
their meetings questioned them in one way or another – often regarding their feminist and 
(non)religious identities, and sometimes also regarding ethnic and class positions. They also 
formulated some normative ideas about how to and how not to create feminist conversations 
                                                          
69 En ik denk ook dat Hajar ook op een andere manier bezig is met religie dan ik daarmee bezig ben, of niet noodzakelijk op 
een andere manier bezig zijn maar dat ook op een andere manier ervaren. En dan zouden die verschillen ook verdwijnen of 
zo, allee.  
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and solidarity across difference. Below, I first go into the participants’ elaborations on their 
experiences of creating conversations across difference. Secondly, I discuss their visions on 
feminist solidarity. 
 
 
7.5.1. Feminist Conversations Across Religious-Secular Differences 
 
For the participants of the reading group, the conversations helped to become more conscious 
of own positions taken up in work and activism in the field of religion and feminism, and the 
social, political and (non)religious backgrounds and viewpoints that inform them. Several 
non-religious women in the reading group articulated how they felt challenged in their 
thinking and practices by the religious women, and vice versa. For example, Rosanne, a 
Christian feminist, puts it as such: 
 
Those [secular perspectives] are another way of looking at reality and it is nice to have them 
present. It confronts me with the specificity of how I look at reality, or something like that. 
[…] [I] think it also teaches me about the place of religion in society. Because I often have 
people around me who are very much engaged with religion. […] For me, it is about becoming 
a kind of aware about my own perspective. Yes, I think it is predominantly about that.. issues I 
found very evident, suddenly I realsze that they are not that evident at all. It is predominantly 
that, I think.
70
 
 
Similar to the way Anne-Sophie remarked in the above section about how she became 
confronted with the specificity of her secular point of view through listening to the voices and 
opinions of her religious colleagues, Rosanne speaks in terms of a confrontation with the 
specificity of her religious standpoint. At the same time, Rosanne is confronted with some 
type of invisibility in terms of a lack of attention for Christian feminist points of view. While 
the issue of Islam and women’s emancipation and Islamic feminist perspectives are part of the 
public debates, although hardly ever in an affirmative way (Coene & Longman 2006, Bracke 
& Fadil 2009, Longman 2013), Christian feminist perspectives seem to largely be absent. It 
surprises Rosanne that in her experience part of the women’s movement in Flanders started to 
question its understandings of gender, ethnicity and religion, but does so through a sense of 
confrontation with Islam and Muslim communities, and not through the visions of Christian 
feminists. 
 
I think I have to credit Jeanne [for challenging me]. But I think that her history, as far as I 
know about it.. For me she is the convinced secular feminist, who through contact with 
Muslim women started to look differently at religion. And for me, that is sometimes weird, 
                                                          
70 Omdat het [seculiere perspectieven] ook wel een andere manier is van kijken naar de werkelijkheid en dat het leuk is om 
die erbij te hebben. En dat confronteert met de eigen specificiteit van hoe ik naar de werkelijkheid kijk of zo iets. […] [I]k 
denk dat dat mij ook gewoon wel leert over de plaats van religie in de samenleving. Want ik heb eigenlijk heel vaak gewoon 
altijd mensen rondom mij die heel hard met religie bezig zijn. […]Ik denk dat het voor mij toch vooral een soort van bewust 
worden is hoor, over mijn eigen perspectief. Ja, ik denk dat het vooral dat is, zo dat.. dingen die voor mij heel evident zijn, 
opeens daarvan zien van oei dat is blijkbaar helemaal niet zo evident of zo. Dat vooral, denk ik. Ja. 
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because her openness towards religion is very much connected to Islam. That makes me think 
‘Hello!’ (laughing) ‘Where do I fit into that picture? I just don’t seem to fit.’71 
 
It turns out that Jeanne’s standpoint – as an agnost of atheist upbringing, who initially held 
negative views about religion and became much more open towards religion through her 
contacts with Muslim women – puzzles many participants of the reading group. Both Hilde 
and Imani told me that Jeanne’s stories give new insights into humanist and socialist negative 
renderings of religion and the particular historical backgrounds of it (Bracke & Fadil 2009, 
Zemni & Fadil 2004). It helps them to bring to the fore questions about how to bring together 
humanists and socialists and those who provide religious critique and build religious 
movements for fruitful conversations. Hilde expresses this process of learning in the 
following way: 
 
About the reconciliation of religious and secular people, I feel that I learn a lot from Jeanne. 
Because she went through that process of being anti-religious and then looking at it 
differently. And because of that, she can say a lot about it or clarify what that precisely means. 
And those are issues I overlooked for a long time. I just had no idea.. and I used to think ‘For 
godsake, why is it that difficult to accept that there are people who belief?’ Well, I mean, I 
found it very difficult to understand the anti-religion point of view and the hatred of humanists 
and their urge to ban religion from this world. I can better understand it when I hear Jeanne 
talking about it.
72
       
   
Hilde told me that she also feels her secular frameworks for feminism to be challenged by 
Islamic feminist perspectives. She read about Islamic feminism in articles and books, but to 
hear Imani during the reading group meetings speaking about it and defending it, makes a real 
difference. For Hilde, this moves narratives of Islamic feminism from the level of theory to 
the level of discussions about points of view and practices in activism and daily life.   
The reading group participants value their meetings, precisely because they generate 
new conversations across difference, challenges and transformations (Dreher & Ho 2009: 10), 
as well as increased understanding between religious and non-religious women. Several of the 
participants feel that places and locations in which these conversations can take place freely 
and with respect for other people’s points of view hardly exist elsewhere in Flanders. So just 
the fact that discussions about feminism and religion take place in the reading group with 
participants having different backgrounds, perspectives and ages already makes the reading 
group a special initiative. According to Jeanne, the reading group “provides a space for people 
                                                          
71 Ik denk als ik dan zo iets of iemand moet noemen [die mij uitdaagt], dan denk ik vooral Jeanne. Maar ik denk ook dat 
haar geschiedenis van, allee voor zover ik daar zicht op heb he, van.. voor mij is zij echt wel de overtuigde seculiere 
feministe die door het contact met moslimvrouwen anders is gaan kijken naar religie. En dat is voor mij gewoon soms raar 
omdat haar openheid naar religie inderdaad heel erg gekoppeld is aan islam. En dat ik dan denk ‘hallo!’ (lacht) ‘Waar pas ik 
in het plaatje? Ik pas er precies niet in.’  
72 En over dat verzoenen van religieuzen en seculieren heb ik ook het gevoel dat ik ook van Jeanne wel leer. Omdat zij dat 
proces heeft doorgemaakt van anti-religieus te zijn, ze is zelf door een proces gegaan waarbij dat ze dat anders is gaan 
bekijken. En daardoor kan zij daar al veel over zeggen of gewoon duidelijk maken hoe ja wat dat eigenlijk betekent he. En 
dat zijn dingen waar dat ik heel lang volledig overheen keek. Dat ik er geen flauw idee van had.. dat ik zoiets had van 
waarom is dat in godsnaam nu zo moeilijk om te aanvaarden dat er mensen zijn die geloven en dat dat..? Allee, ik bedoel, ik 
kon zo moeilijk het anti-godsdienst standpunt en allee, de haat van vrijzinnigen of die drang om religie helemaal uit de 
wereld te bannen, ik kan dat beter begrijpen door Jeanne erover te horen eigenlijk. 
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to think” with “openness and respect” and without the need for any “self-censorship”.73 
Rosanne elaborates on the uniqueness of the Motief inititiave within the Flemish landscape of 
the women’s movement and intercultural and interreligious initiatives: 
 
The reading group is important for me.. well, it might sound somewhat bombastic, but.. [in 
relation to] the women’s movement in Flanders, something like that. It is nice, first of all, that 
a place exists where a meeting can take place and where.. feminist and religious and secular 
perspectives can be happily voiced together. Because I don’t know other places like that in 
Flanders. I think it just doesn’t exist. That is partly how it started. We [Rosanne and one of her 
colleagues] started looking for places where something like this happens and we can join. 
There are quite a lot of interreligious initiatives in Flanders. They exist. But they aren’t 
feminist. And I am sure many other nice feminist initiatives exist, and maybe also nice 
intercultural feminist initiatives. But they don’t put religion central.74   
 
Imani experiences, as she puts it, the meetings of the reading group to be ‘liberatory’. For her, 
as a Muslim woman, the meetings provide a space to talk about issues that interest her without 
having to defend her Islamic faith and take on feminism. She articulates this liberatory sense 
as such:   
 
Now I have increasingly the feeling that the more [you deal with] media and its discourse on 
emancipation, the more you need to defend yourself. [You are forced to] React and there is no 
space to go more into depth. It can be liberatory for women to deal with the themes without 
having to defend themselves. I think for me personally, it was one of the reaons to start with it 
[the reading group]. […] [I notice it with my work for] BOEH! but also Motief. Because we 
are often asked [to provide education] on emancipation for example, always considering 
Islam. But that also follows the media and the dominant discourse in the sense [of the idea] 
that Muslim women are per definition oppressed. And so that also starts from the defensive 
mode. And for myself, I already developed the aspect of religion in thinking about 
emancipation, because I always need it in conversations with others. And for me it was, well, I 
thought it would be great to go into depth, not only looking at defending but to work into 
depth also in relation to other themes.
75
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 Interview Jeanne, 12 March 2012  
74 Ik denk dat het belang voor mij, maar ook.. al klinkt dat misschien heel bombastisch, maar..  ja, ook gewoon voor de 
vrouwenbeweging in Vlaanderen of zoiets. In eerste instantie gewoon is dat het fijn is dat er een plek is.. waar er iets van 
ontmoeting kan zijn en waar.. feministische en religieuze en seculiere perspectieven vrolijk samen kunnen klinken, of zo. 
Want ik ken niet zo een andere plek in Vlaanderen. Die is er ook gewoon niet, denk ik. Want dat was ook, allee ik denk ook 
dat dat voor een stuk is hoe het begonnen is he. Ik denk dat we van het begin ook wel heel erg gekeken hebben, [een 
collega] en ik, van zijn er plaatsen waar zoiets gebeurd en kunnen we ergens aansluiting vinden? Maar, en er zijn best wel 
veel andere interreligieuze initiatieven in Vlaanderen he. Die zijn er wel. Maar die zijn niet feministisch. En er zullen best 
ook wel heel veel fijne andere feministische initiatieven zijn en wellicht ook fijne interculturele feministische initiatieven. 
Maar waar dan religie dan zo een nadrukkelijke plaats krijgt.. [dat is er niet], ja. 
75
 [N]u ik heb ook veel meer het gevoel dat ge hoe meer je juist ook vanuit de media en het discours dat zich richt op 
emancipatie dat je altijd in verdediging moet. Reageren en dat je zelf ook heel weinig ruimte hebt om verdiepend te gaan 
en wat op zich ook heel bevrijdend kan werken voor vrouwen als ze gewoon met thema’s bezig zijn waar dat ze niet in de 
verdediging hoeven te gaan. En ik denk dat dat voor mijzelf persoonlijk wel een van de belangrijkere zaken was uhm om 
ermee te starten. […] BOEH! maar ook Motief. Omdat we ook heel veel gevraagd worden om ook rond emancipatie 
bijvoorbeeld en altijd binnen de islam [vorming te geven], maar ook dat weer volgt het de media op en heel het dominante 
discours van die moslimvrouwen zijn an sich altijd onderdrukt. En dat ook weer is vanuit de verdedigingsmodus. En voor 
mijzelf had ik heel het aspect waar religie heel belangrijk was met betrekking tot emancipatie denken, dat was voor mij 
eigenlijk wel al vrij uitgebouwd omdat ge dat altijd moet gebruiken uhm in die gesprekken met anderen. Maar ook dat is 
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In short, the value of the Motief reading group lies, for its participants, in its ability to create a 
space for open and respectful conversation across precisely those differences that are 
experienced as polarised both in public debates and in society at large – namely, religious and 
non-religious perspectives and experiences. Tanja Dreher and Christina Ho similarly argue for 
the need to… 
  
…provoke new conversations rather than tired old debates, and to create a space for those 
voices that are so often marginalized in Australian public debate – be they the voices of 
Indigenous women, Muslim women, of critical feminism, or of those of us working with 
intersectional analyses and refusing essentialist constructions of tradition and community 
(Dreher & Ho 2009: 10).   
  
The issue of the opportunities and challenges of feminist solidarity across cultural and 
religious-secular differences became one of the reading group’s main themes of discussion. In 
the following section I analyse the various critical and normative understandings of feminist 
solidarity as they emerged from the interview conversations. These perspectives can be 
considered as partly influenced by the conversations taking place in the reading group.  
 
 
7.5.2. Critical Visions on Feminist Solidarity  
 
All reading group participants observe the gap that exists between secular and religiously 
inspired feminists in women’s movements in Flanders. Their observation often refers to a gap 
between white secular feminists and Muslim ethnic minority feminists. However, feminisms 
and white feminists inspired by Christianity can also be disregarded or frowned upon by 
secular feminists. The reading group participants explain the gap by pointing at the political 
histories of second wave anti-clerical feminism. I suggest that this historical background 
provides some current secular minded feminists with a collective memory that is heavily 
coloured with anti-religious sentiments, resulting in explicit or implicit hostility and/or 
misconceptions regarding religion, religious women and religiously inspired feminists. During 
the interview conversations, the issue of lack of trust between secular and religious feminists 
was often adressed. Maria Lugones may refer here to the communicative side of barriers to 
coalitions. She points at the impact of lack of recognition by majority feminists “of the 
intersectionality of oppressions as real and important for struggle” for feminists belonging to 
religious, cultural and/or ethnic minorities (2006: 76).  
All participants joined the reading group with the expectation to learn something about 
feminist solidarity across differences in general, or across religious-secular differences more 
specifically. As mentioned above, during the interviews, most participants pointed at the 
importance of the reading group as a location where in-depth conversations between religious 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
weer in verdedigingsmodus. En voor mij was dat wel, allee het leek mij zeker wel tof om daar verder in te gaan en niet 
alleen naar het verdedigen te kijken maar ook  verdiepend te werken naar andere thema’s toe. 
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and secular feminists are taking place and encouraged, as such feminist spaces currently do 
not exist elsewhere in Flanders. Some observed their delight in noticing that first of all, these 
conversations can be done in a respectful manner with openness to listen to other voices, 
visions and experiences, and secondly, that the meetings prove to be insightful and inspiring. 
The meetings led to the establishment of a group of feminists of a variety of backgrounds that 
are committed to continue their conversations, discussions and mutual learning and support. 
Lugones might speak here of the achievement of a coalition at the borderlands were double 
visions are developed through ‘world-travelling’ (2006: 78-79). In that sense, the reading 
group as a transversal feminist space became a location of decolonising solidarity. An 
illustration of this sense of solidarity can be found in a quote of Rosanne: 
 
For me it is of foremost importance that this location will continue to exist. […] Yes, that is 
my question, where can we go from here? I think… for me it is about having a place of which 
I know that there are people who are different but at the same time have something very much 
in common. And that I can be inspired there or check my own viewpoint [with others] to start 
changing things in the world around us.
76
  
 
In Rosanne’s experience, the reading group is a place where women differ from each other in 
many ways, but simultaneously share things, and a place where she can be inspired. It is about 
‘identification-with’, instead of sharing a common identity (Weir 2008). For Rosanne, this 
solidarity inspires and supports a critical feminist stance and creativity in working and daily 
life.  
 The reading group not only became itself a space of feminist solidarity – the issue of 
feminist solidarity across differences of religion, worldview, ethnicity and class was one of 
the main themes of discussion at the meetings. During the interviews, the participants 
reflected upon their own understandings of feminist solidarity and formulated visions about 
what they deem ‘bad’ solidarity and ‘good’ solidarity – or what I would like to call here 
‘desctructive solidarity’ versus ‘affirmative solidarity’. For example, Hilde started to critique 
a recent initiative of the extreme right-wing political party Vlaams Belang (VB) as a 
deconstructive Islamophobic solidarity. In March 2012, VB launched the campaign ‘Women 
Against Islamisation’ (Vrouwen Tegen Islamisering – VTI), which was initiated by VB 
senator Anke Van Dermeersch. The campaign calls upon women to stand up against the 
‘islamisation’ of Flemish society. It argues that the increasing importance of Islam is of 
detrimental effect of women of all backgrounds, who should therefore unite and protest 
against the islamisation of society.
77
 The VTI manifest states that “women are the first victim 
of islamisation”, which it sees taking place through the institutionalisation of Islam and 
‘permissiveness’ of policy makers regarding Islam.78 As the campaign calls upon women in 
general to unite against islamisation, both white (secular or Catholic) women and minority 
                                                          
76 Voor mij is het gewoon belangrijk van er is een plaats waar dat aan bod kan komen, en het is belangrijk dat die plaats er 
is. […] Ja, dat is mijn vraag. Waar kan het heen gaan? Dan denk ik… Allee, voor mij he zo’n soort van plek waar ik van weet 
van kijk daar zijn mensen die uhm.. ja verschillend zijn maar toch ook iets heel hard gemeenschappelijks hebben. Uhm en 
dat.. ja daar kan ik inspiratie uit halen of daar kan ik mijn visie aftoetsen of om in de wijde wereld dingen te kunnen 
veranderen of zo iets.  
77
 http://www.vrouwentegenislamisering.org/, last accessed 28 February 2014  
78
 http://www.vrouwentegenislamisering.org/Nl/2/, last accessed 28 February 2014   
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women, including Muslim women, are adressed. Hilde feels the need for a feminist response 
and critique on this call: 
 
I think it is a unique initiative, it is a sort of action that reaches out to women, to white women 
and Muslim women simultaneously, to stand up together against islamization. Really, it hasn’t 
been articulated this way before. Do you understand? Implicitly, they make the argument 
about women’s rights and women’s oppression, which is already taken up since probably 
thirty years, if not longer. The argument of women’s rights is already used since long time. 
But I can’t remember that it [was ever before] so obvious, that a campaign is initiated that 
clearly reaches out to white women and Muslim women at the same time, or at least that is 
what they claim. To fight for freedom. The campaign is literally called ‘Women Against 
Islamization’. They do not use any longer the argument of the opression of ‘women’, they are 
not longer talking about women. They directly speak to women. They literally speak to us. 
[…] That makes it so vicious. It gives it a kind of feminist smell. Women should organize, 
unite against Islam.
79
  
 
Hilde continues by arguing for the need for a response against this campaign through a 
critique shared by white feminists and feminists belonging to minority communities. She 
seems to feel that VTI abuses feminism for its racist and Islamophobic goals (Bracke 2004). 
Feminist scholars, however, have argued that racism, antisemitism and imperialism are 
intrinsic parts of the history of women’s movements in Western countries. These are legacies 
of the history of feminism that cannot just be covered up by arguing that this is not the ‘true’ 
feminist spirit, but they should be accounted for and challenged (Burton 1990, Grever & 
Waaldijk 1998, Newman 1999). Hilde’s suggestion of a response and critique shared by 
feminists of various backgrounds would be an example of what I call here ‘affirmative’ 
solidarity versus destructive and Islamophobic solidarity. Both forms of feminist solidarity 
could be considered as representing two different – even opposite – political faces of the 
women’s movement in the West.  
As mentioned above, Hilde came to the reading group with questions about how to 
bring together two groups of women that she feels are situated at the opposite sides of the 
discussion on religion and women’s emancipation – humanist and atheist women and 
religious feminists. She feels that it is only possible to arrive at reconciliation and even 
solidarity between these two groups when different group histories are acknowledged and 
valued. It is not enough to criticise the anti-religious stance of many humanist women, it is at 
the same time necessary to take into consideration their past struggle against the importance 
of Catholicism in society and their current concerns. Otherwise, any attempt at conversation 
                                                          
79 Omdat zij, volgens mij is het uniek hoor, dat er een soort van actie wordt gevoerd dat heel specifiek zich richt naar 
vrouwen, naar witte vrouwen en naar moslima’s gelijk, om zich samen tegen islamisering in te zetten. Allee dat is echt, op 
deze manier is dat nog niet uitgesproken geweest. Dus begrijp je? Dat ze echt zo gaan, ja impliciet is het het 
vrouwenrechten argument en vrouwenonderdrukking, dat speelt natuurlijk al waarschijnlijk al dertig jaar ondertussen, als 
niet langer he. Dus dat argument van vrouwenonderdrukking die is al lang ingezet. Maar het is denk ik allee ik heb het, ik 
kan mij toch niet herinneren dat het eigenlijk gewoon zo duidelijk, dat er een soort van campagne wordt gevoerd die zich 
duidelijk richt naar witte vrouwen en tegelijk moslima’s, althans dat beweren ze. Om eigenlijk te vechten voor de vrijheid. 
Ja, de campagne noemt letterlijk ‘Vrouwen Tegen Islamisering’, snap je? […] Ja, allee ze gaan niet langer het argument van 
de vrouwen worden onderdrukt.. Ze hebben het niet langer over vrouwen: ze richten zich nu rechtstreeks aan vrouwen. Ze 
spreken ons letterlijk toe. Dus en dat maakt het net zo hatelijk he. Omdat ze ja dan geeft dat zo precies een soort van 
feministisch geurtje aan. De vrouwen moeten zich he, vrouwen moeten zich organiseren, verenigen tegen de islamisering.  
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won’t bring the two groups of women any closer to understanding each other. Hilde puts her 
concern about this issue in the following words: 
 
It is about the discussion about how do you acknowledge the struggle that Western, secular, 
liberal feminists conducted? How can you recognize them, and at the same, yes, stimulate 
solidarity between them [atheist and religious feminists].. Well, how can we enable feminist 
solidarity or reconciliation or whatever between those with that specific history and those who 
today emancipate through religion, or whether or not through religion. For some it will be 
through religion and for others religion is just a given that is there without being questioned. 
But anyhow, religion is present. And that is the issue, how can we take along liberal, secular 
feminists in that story?
80
        
 
While Hilde doesn’t want to acknowledge the history of white nonbelieving feminists at the 
expense of attention for the specific histories of religious feminists, she questions the 
tendency to only critique the antireligious or Islamophobic points of view of secular feminists 
without any consideration of the past and of how history can be important in current collective 
and individual self-defenitions. We could consider Hilde’s normative vision as ‘affirmative 
solidarity’ through its attention for particular backgrounds and histories of the groups or 
individuals involved. Or, as Yuval-Davis would put it (1997, 2006), it is about ‘rooting’ and 
‘shifting’, or the process of placing oneself as much as possible in the situation and point of 
view of the other and looking at the world differently.    
In our interview conversation, Imani talked about how she in her Motief educational 
work tries to find ways to bring people of various backgrounds together in ways that make 
them realize they share more concerns and interests than they expected on firsthand. She 
refers to an activity organized by Motief at 11 March 2012 in collaboration with some other 
NGO’s in Ghent on international women’s day entitled ‘Face to Face with Muslim Women’. 
In this activity, participants had short converstations with Ghentian Muslim women with 
different ethnic backgrounds, opinions and ages through the method of ‘speed dating’.81 This 
is one example of the ways in which Motief experiments to bring together people of different 
backgrounds in open and respectful conversation. Imani explains that working towards 
community and coalitions between women is very much a matter of searching: a ready made 
recepe of how to establish community or create coalition doesn’t exist. 
 
Such activities help us to see differently, to start building communities together. So that 
society is not built by small islands, such as Muslim women together, and non-Muslim women 
together. At that day, there were many women with different perspectives, believing, non-
believing, young and old. And in those conversations they notice for example that a lot of 
diversity exists among women and that there are a number of issues that they share and all find 
                                                          
80 Wel, de.. discussie over hoe erken je eigenlijk de strijd die Westerse, seculiere, liberale feministen geleverd hebben? Hoe 
kan je hen gaan erkennen en tegelijk ja een solidariteit bevorderen tussen hen of.. Allee, hoe kunnen we een feministische 
solidariteit of verzoening of wat dan ook mogelijk maken tussen hen met die specifieke geschiedenis en met mensen die 
zich nu uhm aan de hand van religie gaan emanciperen? Al dan niet aan de hand van religie. Voor sommigen zal dat aan de 
hand van religie zijn, en voor anderen is religie gewoon een gegeven dat erbij komt kijken zonder dat er verder vragen bij 
gesteld worden. Maar in elk geval is religie aanwezig. En die kwestie van hoe kan je die liberale, seculiere feministen gaan 
eigenlijk meenemen in dat verhaal, hoe kunt ge die gaan…? 
81
 http://www.voem-vzw.be/archief.htm, last accessed 2014  
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important. That is what creates connections. […] Along the way we find out how we can make 
people start building community across differences and discovering common issues, so that 
they have more attention for that instead of for the differences. I think it is a matter of 
searching, because we do not know yet how to get there. We know sometimes from activities 
how not to do it and then we try something else. Sometimes it works, and sometimes it 
doesn’t, also depending on which participants join an activity.82 
 
When it comes to feminist solidarity between women of different religious, ethnic and social 
backgrounds and positionings, Imani emphasises that courage is indispensible. Building 
feminist solidarity across differences is indeed going against the grain (Ho 2009). She refers 
to the responses BOEH! received, which emerged from lack of understanding and distrust 
regarding ‘other’ women, and which meant for some BOEH! activists losing certain allies and 
the breaking up of friendships. Feminist solidarity building may create difficulties for the 
participants in collaboration and coalition, and is therefore a brave thing to do. Imani 
emphasises the particular difficulties for women belonging to minority communities to start 
building collaborations across differences. As ethnic or religious minority women, they are 
especially vulnerable for the charge of being traitors of their own marginalised communities. 
 
[In the meetings of the reading group] We are together searching how to create solidarity. 
How can we enable women to find connections against the grain? I realise that this is for many 
women a difficult position. I notice it with BOEH! for example, where [BOEH! activists] Elly 
and Anja lost many friends precisely because they choose to endorse the principle of justice, 
and to make clear that if we want to support freedom of choice, than it should be for everyone. 
[…] I have so much respect for women who dare to do that. I think it is a kind of incentive 
towards other women, who inside their own communities, circle of friends, families or 
whatever, have the feeling that they are oppressed but are reluctant to say anything out of a 
sense of loyalty and the problem of islam-bashing. [The example of Elly and Anja] may 
encourage women to choose for emancipation and tackle their situation strategically. 
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82 En dat zulke activiteiten wel helpen om verder te kijken, om gemeenschap te vormen samen. En niet dat het altijd zo het 
kleine eilandjes blijft van de moslimvrouwen samen, en de andere vrouwen samen. […] [D]at er inderdaad op die dag heel 
veel vrouwen waren vanuit verschillende invalshoeken, gelovig, niet gelovig, jong, oud. En dat ze bij de gesprekken 
bijvoorbeeld ook merken dat er heel veel diversiteit aanwezig is onderling vrouwen of dat er ook een aantal punten zijn die 
ze heel erg gemeenschappelijk hebben die ze beiden belangrijk vinden. En dat dat toch wel voor verbinding zorgt onderling. 
[…] En dat we gaandeweg een beetje onze weg zoeken van hoe zorgt ge ervoor dat mensen inderdaad tot die 
gemeenschapsvorming komen door de verschillen heen en dat ze de gemeenschappelijke zaken gaan beginnen te 
ontdekken, dat ze daar ook veel meer oog voor hebben dan voor de verschillen en zo verder. Ik denk dat dat een kwestie is 
van zoeken, want we weten nog lang ook niet hoe we daar geraken. We weten soms vanuit andere activiteiten hoe dat we 
het niet moeten doen en dan proberen we het anders te doen. Soms werkt het en soms [niet], ja afhankelijk ook van welke 
deelnemers ernaar toe komen bijvoorbeeld. 
83 Dat we daar samen naar op zoek zijn van hoe kunnen we dan solidariteit creëren? Hoe kunnen we ervoor zorgen dat 
vrouwen verbindingen vinden tegen die dominante stroom in? En ik besef ook  wel dat dat voor heel veel vrouwen 
waarschijnlijk een heel moeilijke positie is. Ik merk dat ook binnen BOEH! bijvoorbeeld, waar dat Elly en Anja heel veel 
vrienden hebben verloren omdat ze juist kiezen voor dat rechtvaardigheidsprincipe, van duidelijk te maken van als we voor 
keuzevrijheid zijn dan zijn we dat voor iedereen. […] Dus op dat vlak heb ik echt wel heel veel respect ook voor de vrouwen 
die dat durven. En ik denk dat dat zeker ook een soort van incentive is naar andere vrouwen die binnen hun eigen 
gemeenschap, hun vriendenkring, hun familiekring, of whatever, het gevoel hebben van onderdrukt te worden maar 
omwille van de loyaliteit dat ze daar tegenover hebben en het gevoel van de islam-bashing gebeurt hier al veel te vaak, en 
moet ik daar dan ook nog eens efkes iets over zeggen? Dat dat vrouwen wel aanzet om op een andere manier uhm voor 
emancipatie te kiezen en dat strategisch te kunnen aanpakken. 
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Imani emphasises here that making the choice to support emancipation requires courage 
especially for those who are situated in social positions of multiple oppressions and loyalties. 
She observes differences in the social vulnerability of white women and ethnic minority 
women and puts this in terms of multiple and conflicting belongings and critique (Yuval 
Davis 2006b, Cooke 2000). According to Imani, it is important to belong to a community, but 
this belonging may have perverse effects when it becomes difficult or even impossible to 
articulate abuse and oppression taking place within minority communities. That is the conflict 
many feminists of ethnic minority communities are faced with.     
 
[For ethnic minority women] It is more complex, because they often have the feeling that they 
are in a society in which they are not always accepted. At that point, you only have your own 
community, to which you belong as a minority. When you start screaming out loud, you may 
in the end belong nowhere. I think that is the fear of many women. Society pushes you in a 
certain position that makes you into a member of a minority to which you will build a sense of 
solidarity. That is good, in a way, but not when it works against your disadvantage. That is the 
detrimental or even pervers effect, when women who want to stand up for emancipation and 
awareness raising but at the same time are subjected to violence and do not dare to say 
anything because they fear it might be used against them, [and think] ‘I might be banned by 
my community, while the broader society already banned me.’ That woman is put in extremes. 
[They feel they face two choices:] Either you let it happen, or you take the position of 
someone like Ayaan Hirsi ‘Ali,84 who destroys everything to belong elsewhere. That is the 
double position women, especially Muslim women, or women belonging to a minority or 
allochtonous women, feel themselves confronted with.
85
 
 
Lawyer Kimberle Crenshaw identified this as the problem of traditional identity politics for 
ethnic minority women, and argues that “..when the practices expound identity as woman or 
person of color as an either/or proposition, they relegate the identity of women of color [and 
the violence against women of color] to a location that resists telling” (1991: 1242).  
The narratives of Hilde and Imani demonstrate that in the realities of activism, 
practices of ‘affirmative’ and ‘destructive’ feminist solidarity across differences are not 
always easy to distinguish. The ‘Women Against Islamisation’ campaign of the extreme right-
                                                          
84
 In the early 2000s, the Dutch-Somali female politician and writer Ayaan Hirsi ‘Ali was a central figure in the debates on 
multiculturalism, religion and women’s emancipation in the Netherlands. She was one of the spokeswomen of a group of 
feminists who are concerned about the role of religion in women’s lives. Hirsi ‘Ali was criticized for her essentialist vision on 
Islam, as well as for the role she played in the debates and the way she alienated large groups of Muslim women (Midden 
2007).     
85 Terwijl het iets complexer is, omdat vrouwen vaak het gevoel hebben van ge zijt in de algemenere samenleving, waar ge 
niet altijd geaccepteerd wordt, ge hebt dan eigenlijk enkel dat kleine groepke, waar dat ge lid van zijt als minderheid, maar 
als ge daar nog heel luid gaat staan schreeuwen, dan gaat ge nergens toebehoren. Ik denk dat dat een beetje de angst is 
van veel vrouwen. Ge wordt al bij wijze van spreken door de samenleving geduwd in die rol, uhm in een zekere positie, uhm 
waar dat ge lid zijt van een minderheid, waar dat ge eigenlijk ook heel wat solidariteit mee gaat opbouwen, en dat is tot in 
zekere zin goed, dat is tot een zekere zin positief, maar als het in uwe nadeel werkt, dan weer niet. Ja, dat is zo’n beetje het 
nefaste, een beetje zelfs het perverse effect he, van vrouwen die voor emancipatie willen gaan en die aan bewustwording 
doen, en tegelijkertijd soms zelfs gebukt gaan onder het geweld, maar dat waarschijnlijk niet durven te zeggen omdat ze 
het gevoel hebben van dat gaat tegen mij gebruikt worden. En dan wordt ik zowel daar verstoten als door de algemene 
samenleving wordt ik sowieso verstoten. En dan wordt ge in extremen geplaatst. Ofwel je laat het gewoon gebeuren en 
probeer je daar verandering in te brengen, ofwel gaat ge in een positie van een Ayaan Hirsi ‘Ali zitten, waar dat ge dan bij 
wijze van spreke alles moet kapot maken om te moeten behoren elders. En dat is echt wel een dubbele positie waar dat 
vrouwen mee, zeker vrouwen die moslim zijn of lid zijn van een minderheid, allochtoon, of whatever, die daarmee 
geconfronteerd worden. 
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wing political party Vlaams Belang is a clear example of destructive feminist solidarity, as it 
has racist and Islamophobic goals. Affirmative feminist solidarities seem to be those 
collaborations and coalitions across religious, ethnic and class differences that aim at a 
particular feminist goal without aiming at hurting specific individuals or communities in 
society. At the same time, also affirmative feminist solidarities can never take place outside of 
a context of power inequalities (Bulbeck 1998) and can have the effect of preventing 
recognition of continuing conflict (Wadiwel 2009). Affirmative feminist solidarity can be 
destructive of relationships with the own community, friends and family, when the 
collaboration in case is deemed unacceptable. Imani’s story demonstrates that feminist 
solidarities of religious and non-religious women can be experienced as controversial in 
Flanders, especially when also issues of ethnic privilege and disadvantage play a role. This 
can be explained through several reasons, such as mutual lack of understandings and distrust, 
and power inequalities regarding language, voice and visibility.  
To conclude, the reading group conversations challenge the established languages of 
religion, secularism, feminism, modernity, universalism and nationalism (Eisenstein 2004: 
210). The group conversations led to the shared conclusion that only with awareness of power 
relations and continuous self-reflection, and posing the question of the in- and exclusions of 
language, visions and practices, feminist coalitions can be build across differences in 
sustainable ways. 
 
 
7.6. Conclusion 
 
In this chapter, I analysed the ways in which the perspectives and practices of Motief 
construct understandings of religion and the secular. I focused upon Motief’s notion of 
religion and its practice of organising a reading group on religion and feminism. The reading 
group was approached through investigating the interview narratives of its participants, 
looking at their experiences with anti-religious sentiments in Flanders, their ideas about the 
inequality of religious and secular points of view in society, and their viewpoints on feminist 
solidarity and coalition building. The chapter was structured as follows. In the first section, I 
discussed the history of Motief and the emergence of its vision on a pluralist society. The 
second section dealt with Motief’s understanding of religion based upon an analysis of written 
and online material. Third, I investigated the ways in which the participants of Motief’s 
reading group on religion and feminism criticised antireligious sentiments and the inequality 
of religious and secular points of view as they experience these issues in their lives and work. 
The fourth section analysed the reading group participants’ narratives about feminist 
solidarity and coalition building.  
 First, I described Motief’s history and the coming into being of its vision on a pluralist 
society. I argued that Motief manages to continue responding critically to a changing political, 
social and religious landscape by introducing new critical concepts and terminology – such as 
‘active pluralism’, ‘inclusive neutrality’ and ‘new we’ – into its vision on a more equal and 
just society. The history overview showed that while Motief started as an organisation with 
roots especially in the emancipatory tendencies in the Jewish and Christian traditions, as well 
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as in socialism, today it also explores the potential role and position of religion and faith in 
society by including perspectives from feminism, the ecological movements, 
alterglobalisation movements, humanism and Islam. The concepts ‘active pluralism’, 
‘inclusive neutrality’ and ‘new we’ are not invented by Motief from scratch, but are already 
part of and circulating in policy-making and academic debates in Flanders. I demonstrated 
that Motief does not take up these concepts uncritically, but gives them the meaning or 
function it finds useful to criticise inequalities between religious and social groups in society 
and to suggest alternatives. While ‘new we’ remains the least defined of the three concepts 
Motief introduced recently in its vision, it might function to pose certain questions and open 
up conversations about how to build an equal and just society. Following the analysis of 
Kathy Davis (2008), I argued that the success of the concept ‘new we’ and its ability to travel 
across the Dutch-Belgian border may in fact lie in its ambiguity and open-endedness as it was 
posited as such by the Dominican Research Centre for Theology and Society in Amsterdam. 
In the second section, I analysed the construction of religion in Motief’s online 
discourses and written texts. Through its notion of religion, Motief creates flexibility 
regarding its contours and critical meanings that are conducive for the emancipation of less 
powerful groups and individuals in society. As such, Motief is able to adapt its critical point 
of view and activities and remain of relevance in a changing society. I showed that in Motief’s 
writings, religion is an overarching concept with broad contours, including notions such as 
meaning, tradition, worldview, spirituality, identity, struggle and community. Motief situates 
these dimensions of religion in both the public and private sphere, and argues for reconnecting 
public and private life in productive and emancipatory ways. This perspective unsettles 
common understandings of religion as ideally part of individual consciousness and private 
life, while politics and emancipatory struggle take place in the public sphere that is secular. 
Motief also uses the concept religion to critique capitalism and neoliberalism for their 
hegemony in society as forms of false or destructive religion. I demonstrated that when it 
comes to the meaning of religious traditions, Motief conceptualises monotheistic religious 
traditions as stories, sources of social-political critique and promises for the possibility of 
building a more equal and just world. It redefines the figure of God as verb, in the sense that 
God comes into being in the relationships between and struggle of people. These notions of 
religious tradition and God emerged through Motief’s engagement with liberation theology, 
progressive struggles and the voices of weak and vulnerable individuals and groups in society. 
Motief’s understanding of religious traditions as potentially dangerous memories is one that 
calls upon liberatory and emancipatory struggle and action. The inclusion of feminist theology 
– Christian feminist theology initially but since recently also Islamic feminist theology – 
attests to the relevance of feminist inspiration within Motief.  
The second part of the chapter focused upon the interview narratives of the 
participants of the Motief reading group on religion and feminism. These narratives provide  
critique on power inequalities between religious and secular worldviews in society. They 
challenge the assumption of secularity as a neutral point of view that comes from nowhere 
and is able to see everything from nowhere. The reading group participants question the anti-
religious sentiments they encounter in their lives and work, and point at what they experience 
to be one-sided or mistaken understandings of religion. Some spoke of the role of emotion or 
affect in debates about religion and argued that fear plays an important and obstructive role, 
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which leads to blurred notions of religion as a threat. I argued that an interesting dynamic in 
the reading group meetings could be found in the increasing awareness of some secular 
participants of the fact that their secularity is a normative and powerful position but by no 
means neutral or more objective than the points of view of religiously inspired women. I 
argued that the increased normativity of secular points of view in general, as well as in 
women’s organisations more specifically, has negative impacts for religiously inspired 
feminists – such as the invisibility or ‘othering’ of religious feminists within secular feminists 
circles, and the marginalisation or assimilation of their languages and voices. I demonstrated 
through the reading group participants’ experiences that the critical conversations between 
religious and secular women are effective to reveal norms that were to some invisible before.  
In the final part of the chapter, I investigated the reading group participants’ thoughts 
on feminist solidarity and coalition buildings across religious-secular differences. I showed 
that the value of the reading group lies, for its participants, in its ability to create a space for 
open and respectful conversation across religious and non-religious perspectives – precisely 
those differences that are experienced as polarised both in public debates and in society at 
large. All participants speak of a gap between secular and religiously inspired feminists in the 
women’s movement in Flanders. They point at the issue of lack of trust between religious and 
secular feminist, which I conceptualised as part of the communicative side of barriers to 
coalition building. As the meetings of the reading group led to the establishment of a group of 
feminists of various backgrounds committed to continue discussion and mutual learning and 
support, I spoke of the reading group as a transversal feminist space and a location of 
decolonising solidarity. The reading group participants reflect upon their understandings of 
feminist solidarity and formulate critical viewpoints on what I called ‘destructive solidarity’ 
versus ‘affirmative solidarity’. Through the analysis of the narratives and reflections of the 
participants, I argued that in activist practices, affirmative and destructive feminist solidarity 
are not always easy to distinguish. Also affirmative solidarity can never take place outside of 
a context of power inequalities and can have the effect of preventing recognition of 
continuing conflict. The conversations led to the shared conclusion that only with awareness 
of power relations and continuous self-reflection, and posing the question of the in- and 
exclusions of language, visions and practices, feminist coalitions can be built across 
differences in sustainable ways.      
The perspectives of Motief and those of the participants of its religion and feminism 
reading group challenge in various ways the understandings of religion and the secular they 
encounter among feminists and in society at large. Motief understands religion in a broad 
sense and as impacting upon both public and private life, and in this way challenges 
understandings of politics and critique as secular and religion as solely about believing and 
experiencing a transcendental dimension. It emphasises the emancipatory traditions existing 
in monotheistic religions, and counters opinions that regard religion as per definition 
conservative and oppressive. The analysis of the narratives of the reading group participants 
shows that secular normativity, in the sense of antireligious affects and assumptions about the 
neutrality of secular points of view, can be criticised through feminist perspectives. And while 
feminism is often associated with critique of religious authorities and traditions, in Motief 
feminism is present as a theological language and is directed at rethinking religious traditions 
‘from within’. It is also present as a antiracist language, directed at criticising the 
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discrimination and marginalisation of women of religious minority communities. As such, 
according to Motief, religion and feminism both provide dangerous memories that can be 
emancipatory for women and other vulnerable groups in society.  
Having presented the second of five case studies, the next chapter presents the third 
case study of this dissertation. In chapter 8 I focus upon a pluralist feminist organisation, 
Vrouwen Overleg Komitee (Women’s Consultation Committee – VOK). I will investigate the 
ways in which VOK embarked upon rethinking their understandings of religion, secularity, 
feminism, emancipation and cultural diversity and charted new paths of practicing feminism.   
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Chapter 8. (Re)Connecting Religion and Feminism – VOK  
 
 
8.1. Introduction  
 
This chapter presents the third case study of this dissertation. It investigates the women’s 
organisation Vrouwen Overleg Komitee (Women’s Consultation Committee – VOK).86 The 
case study analyses how perspectives and practices of VOK construct specific understandings 
of religion and the secular, and focuses on topics related to religion, the secular, feminism and 
women’s emancipation. The topics of analysis are the collective rethinking of the 
multicultural society in relation to women’s emancipation and the organisation’s involvement 
in the headscarf debates, the rethinking of feminist histories in relation to religion, and 
individual perspectives on religion. The first topic, that of collective rethinking of the 
multicultural society and involvement in the headscarf debates, is divided into two specific 
subtopics: the collective rethinking of cultural diversity, religion and feminism, and the issue 
of white antiracist feminists and privilege. The second topic of feminist histories and religion 
is similarly divided into two specific subtopics: the struggle over storytelling, and a 
controversy among freethinkers. I will demonstrate that VOK perspectives and practices 
challenge current local understandings of religion and the secular and the ways in which they 
are related to feminism.  
 The data for this case study was collected during qualitative research in 2012. The 
main body of data are in-depth interviews, which were conducted between July 2012 and 
October 2012 with two VOK board members, the VOK spokeswoman, the VOK chairwoman 
and two VOK volunteers. The body of data includes also written material, such as academic 
literature on VOK, the VOK brochure Een Feministische Kijk op de Multiculturaliteit (A 
Feminist Perspective on Multiculturality) published in 2005, articles and opinion texts by 
VOK members, VOK press releases and the VOK website. Regarding VOK, I shift position 
as in/outsider, however, this shifting position is less complicated in terms of impact on 
research material compared to the case study on Motief. After the period of gathering research 
material, I became a member of the VOK volunteer section. This means that as I gathered 
written material and conducted interviews before I became part of the movement, I did not 
play a role in formulating the content of the brochure, the articles or press releases. I decided 
not to use non-published materials and informal conversations as information for research, but 
only freely available literature and the interview conversations. At the same time, I 
acknowledge that after I became a VOK volunteer and started attending VOK meetings and 
activities on a regular basis, as well as contributing to them, I developed a better 
understanding of many issues VOK members told me about during the interview 
                                                          
86
 The translation of Vrouwen Overleg Komitee to English was discussed with three of my interviewees. The VOK 
spokeswoman told me she never translates but prefers to give a description when she has to communicate in English: ‘a 
pluralist feminist think-tank’. The two board members both agreed upon translating VOK to Women’s Consultation Comitee 
(email communication 12 September 2014).  
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conversations. In that way, being a VOK volunteer does indeed have some impact upon the 
analysis of the gathered material.  
As two VOK members are also BOEH! activists, I got to know VOK members already 
during the period in which I researched BOEH!. The stories about how white non-religious 
VOK activists came to establish BOEH! in collaboration with Muslim women convinced me 
that VOK would be an interesting next starting point for researching religion, secularity and 
feminism. Given the presence of anti-religious sentiments among radical and leftist 
organisations and movements in Flanders and the reputation of VOK as a pluralist but 
generally leftist women’s movement, I wondered how it happened that VOK members started 
to collaborate with Muslim women against headscarf bans. I decided to contact one of the 
BOEH!/VOK activists to ask if it would be a good idea to start researching VOK. She 
responded positively and invited me for a new interview conversation, this time dealing with 
VOK. This is how I started my third case study.    
The chapter opens with a short introduction to the history of VOK (7.2). The next 
section (7.3) examines VOK’s collective rethinking of the multicultural society and its 
involvement in the headscarf debates through looking at the process of rethinking culture, 
religion and feminism and the issue of white feminists reflecting upon privileges. Section 7.4 
investigates the ways in which VOK is involved in rethinking feminist histories and focuses 
upon struggles over storytelling about religion, secularisation and women’s emancipation, as 
well as upon the situatedness of this struggle – which is taking place in particular among 
freethinkers. Finally, section 7.6 examines the ways in which VOK members talk about their 
individual perspectives on religion. The chapter concludes with section 7.7 that comprises a 
short summary of the main arguments and findings.      
 
 
8.2. A Second Wave Feminist Movement – Vrouwen Overleg Komitee 
(VOK) 
 
In comparison with BOEH! and Motief, which are a relatively new group and organisation, 
Vrouwen Overleg Komitee has a longer history. However, academic literature on VOK rarely 
exists – a lacunae that is somewhat balanced by a number of master theses, which shows that 
there is indeed some interest in the history of feminism and Dutch-speaking women’s 
movements in general, and in VOK in particular, at least on the part of students in modern 
history departments of the universities of Brussels and Leuven (e.g. Speltinckx 1993, Aeyels 
1998, van Loon 2004). Also (former) VOK activists themselves published on the early history 
of the movement and the ways in which they participated. This knowledge production of 
feminist actors is, according to feminist historian Anais van Ertvelde (2012a), at times 
uncritical regarding existing assumptions about feminism in Flanders. These include the 
periodisation of feminism in terms of first and second waves (Christens 1997: 13) and the idea 
of a gap between the traditional women’s organisations (including Catholic movements) and 
more recently developed autonomous women’s movements (including VOK) and the 
particular importance of the latter for women’s emancipation (van Ertvelde 2012a: 10). These 
assumptions remain often unquestioned in master theses and academic and popular articles 
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(Christens 1997, van Molle 2004, van Ertvelde 2012a). Due to this relative lacunae in 
academic literature on the history and evolution of VOK, in this section, I am able to give 
only a short introduction based on the few sources that are available. 
 At the end of the 1970s, Dutch-speaking feminists in Belgium labeled their own 
activism as ‘second wave’. Similar to feminist activists in other Western contexts, they 
regarded themselves as those who continued the feminist critique and activities of women 
who around 1900 claimed individual women’s rights (Christens 1997: 13). For example, Rita 
Mulier was VOK’s chairwoman for seven years and is well-known as the founder of the 
emancipation office of the Flemish government. She described ‘second wave feminism’ in 
Flanders as a shockwave and an absolute break with the past. Mulier puts it as such:   
 
Flanders was startled by the rise of the second wave of emancipation. After the renewal 
movement of the Second Vatican Council and the student revolt, it was the third shockwave in 
an obedient country that in a traditional and individualist manner plodded along around the 
church (Mulier 1986 in: Christens 1997: 14, translation mine).     
 
The 1970s were marked by a sudden peak of women’s rebellion and activism. The 
establishment of VOK in 1972 was part of the rise of this so-called second wave (de Smit 
2006: 16-22, van Molle 2004: 359). VOK was founded within the context of a pillarised 
society as a feminist autonomous location in which feminists belonging to different political 
parties, civil society organisations, women’s movements or labor unions could exchange as 
individuals their points of view and collaborate (de Smit 2006: 18-19, Dequeecker & 
Roggeman 2005: 410, Woodward & Mulier 1999). VOK followed a leftist pluralist trajectory 
and emphasised a more radical point of view and autonomous position in comparison with 
feminist sections of political parties, labor unions and civil society organisations (van Molle 
2004: 362). At the 11
th
 of November 1972, the first national Women’s Day was organised by 
VOK at which the French feminist philosopher Simone de Beauvoir and British feminist 
writer Germaine Greer were central guests and speakers. The event was with 10.000 (mostly 
female) participants an enormous success. Up until today, the event has large symbolic value 
for the women’s movement in Belgium (van Ertvelde 2012a: 9). Historian Leen van Molle 
puts it as such: 
 
The events of 1966, 1970 and 1972 received in feminist collective memory a large symbolic 
value, similar to the [symbolic value of the] Boston Tea Party for the onset of the American 
revolution, the storming of the Bastille for the start of the French revolution, and the 
performance of [the opera] La Muette de Portici for the beginning of the Belgian revolution 
(van Molle 2004: 360, translation mine).    
 
Since 1972, VOK organises Women’s Day every year at the 11th of November.87 Women’s 
Day takes place every year in another Flemish city and is organised in collaboration with a 
local platform of civil society organisations and autonomous women’s movements. It puts 
forward a topical theme adressing the inequal position and discrimination of women. Some 
examples of themes dealt with at Women’s Days are abortion (1973), women’s 
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 http://www.vrouwendag.be/vrouwendag  
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unemployment (1977), violence (1980, 2002, 2007), poverty (1983, 2005, 2014), 
emancipation policies (1985), women’s (non-hetero)sexuality and reproductive health (1974, 
1996, 2001), Third World women (1990), and discrimination and diversity (1999, 2006).
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Women’s Days always generate some attention from both mainstream and alternative media 
(van Molle 2004: 362). Two early VOK actors, Ida Dequeecker and Kitty Roggeman (2005), 
write that VOK’s merit has been unique in two ways: 
 
First, it created bridges between individual feminists coming from different political 
backgrounds and thus broke through the pillarisation [of socialist, liberal and Catholic politics 
and civil society], as well as between feminists belonging to the establishment and those 
outside of it. Second, through the [organisation of the yearly] Women’s Day, it boosted public 
debate about important feminist themes and questioned policies regarding these themes (2005: 
410, translation mine).  
  
Today, VOK is a non-profit organisation (vereniging zonder winstoogmerk)
89
 with its head 
office situated in Amazone, a building in Brussels that houses several women’s organisations, 
both Dutch- and French-speaking.
90
 Currently VOK draws on funding by the Flemish 
Ministry of Equal Opportunities for basic infrastructure, administration and limited numbers 
of paid staff, namely two secretaries and an official spokeswoman. VOK is predominantly run 
by volunteers. From its early beginnings, VOK is a movement primarily of well-educated 
white women, who identify explicitly with feminism (van Ertvelde 2012b). Similar to other 
NGO’s in the Flemish civil society, VOK regularly applies, and sometimes succeeds in 
securing competitive funding for various projects and events (Flanders, Brussels or Belgian 
government funds). 
On its website, VOK introduces itself as a “pluralist and open organisation that 
connects critical reflection to concrete action” (translation mine).91 The woman’s organisation 
has the aim of bringing nuanced perspectives on women’s emancipation and critiques on 
structural inequalities between men and women into the public debates, thereby facilitating a 
greater awareness of inequality and providing alternative ideas on the structuring of society as 
well as on emancipation. It tries to achieve this ambition by cricitally analysing and querying 
equal opportunities policies, organising the yearly National Women’s Day with debates and 
activities, contributing opinion texts in the media and organising activities throughout the year 
in collaboration with other organisations. VOK includes an anti-racist agenda within her 
feminist one, especially since the early 2000s, due to increased reflections on what it means to 
be a feminist movement in an increasingly multicultural society. The organisation is part of a 
broader leftist and pluralist movement of civil society organisations and autonomous groups 
where the organisation finds its allies and builds collaborations. 
In the next section, I look at how VOK positions itself in public debates about 
feminism, cultural diversity and religion, and in particular in the headscarf debates. I describe 
how VOK came to its specific position and its vision on inclusive feminism.   
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8.3. Rethinking Multiculturality and Involvement in the Headscarf 
Debates  
 
 
8.3.1. Rethinking Cultural Diversity, Religion and Feminism  
 
In recent years, in terms of thinking about feminism in a multicultural society, VOK played a 
critical and innovative role within public debates at large and within the women’s movement 
in particular. VOK developed an attitude that is critical but at the same time affirmative 
regarding the relationship between cultural and religious diversity on the one hand and 
feminism and women’s emancipation on the other. Building upon this attitude, VOK 
constructed new feminist practices that were (initially) perceived as controversial in the eyes 
of part of the socialist, humanist and liberal movements, politicians and commentators, as 
well as in the eyes of a part of the established women’s organisations. The year 2005 was an 
important moment in which VOK published its brochure Een Feministische Kijk op de 
Multiculturaliteit (A Feminist Perspective on Multiculturality). In this brochure, VOK 
critiques existing discourses on diversity and emancipation that posit the unequal value of 
different cultures and religions based on the position and treatment of women and the 
embrace of gender equality (2005: 2). For example, VOK analysed the repeated call by the 
well-known liberal commentator and writer Dirk Verhofstadt (2006) upon Muslim women to 
start a third wave of feminism as originating from a liberal-individualistic model of 
emancipation. According to VOK, this model doesn’t take into account cultural-religious 
differences and various understandings of emancipation and is highly paternalistic. VOK 
queried the opportunism of neoliberal, conservative male politicians and academics, who used 
to show very little interest in the inequality of men and women (2005: 5-6). In the brochure, 
VOK states that feminism can be conveyed and practiced by women and men of all cultures 
and religions, and that the multiplicity of individual social positionings in terms of ethnicity, 
social class, religion and sexual orientation necessarily leads to a diversity of feminisms. The 
many faces of feminism should not be considered in terms of hierarchy or opposition, but 
need to be seen as enriching the debate and as increasing the possibilities of collaboration 
(2005: 4-5). Throughout the brochure, VOK quotes feminists from various ethnic, cultural and 
religious backgrounds to underline what it considers as the richness and potential of diversity 
in feminism. It quotes, for example, Nadia Yassine, head of the women’s branch of the 
Moroccan Islamist movement Justice and Charity, who said: “I base my feminism on Islam, 
not on Western culture” (2005: 6). VOK’s vision on feminism seems to be close to Zillah 
Eisenstein’s notion of what she calls ‘polyversal feminism’ (2004). As Eisenstein puts it: 
 
If context – historical and of the moment – always matters, then I must locate today’s 
feminisms in ways that respect their many differences and varieties, across times, geographical 
space and culture; along with race, class, ethnicity and sexual preference. […] I think 
feminism is always plural and always has been. […]  A polyversal feminism – multiple and 
connected – expresses women’s potential shared humanity wherever it exists (2004: 181, 183).  
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At the same time, VOK continues to emphasise a shared universal framework for feminism 
through putting forward the keywords equality, openness, collaboration, freedom of opinion, 
autonomy, solidarity, respect and self-organisation (2005: 3). It expresses its sense of the 
centrality of universal values, but also of the need to give meaning to concepts such as 
freedom, equality, democracy and the separation of church and state through local practices, 
which vary between and within countries (2005: 4). Precisely due to this openness towards 
various interpretations of ‘universal’ values, VOK is able to simultaneously express respect 
for differences between women (S’Jegers 2005b: 458). This way, the organisation doesn’t 
perceive ‘universal values’ and ‘difference’ to be in an oppositional relationship and is able to 
avoid cultural essentialism that is “detrimental for feminist agendas” (Narayan 1998: 86).  
The brochure meant a crystallisation of internal discussions within VOK that were 
going on already since some time. Importantly, it also meant a starting point for a new 
feminist practice that includes religious identity, notably Islam, in an anti-racism agenda, and 
that builds upon collaborations with Muslim feminists. When in 2007 the Antwerp 
government instituted a headscarf ban for its public office employees, few VOK members 
took the initiative to protest against the Antwerp headscarf ban and collaborated with Muslim 
feminists. These VOK members and Muslim women established together the autonomous 
group BOEH!, which perspectives and practices were discussed and analysed in the first case 
study of this dissertation. In the interview conversation, one of the VOK members, Ingrid, 
told me that she is convinced that VOK’s move towards taking into account the struggles of 
Muslim women increased levels of trust of ethnic minority women’s movements vis-à-vis 
VOK, and eased further conversations and collaborations with them: 
 
I think that VOK in general through the discussion about the headscarf gained some aux 
serieux and built credibility. Especially Muslim women felt strongly abandoned by the 
women’s movement. They had the feeling they were not heard. [They expressed] a discourse 
[in which they argue that] emancipation can take place in various ways, and we choose for this 
way. And [they felt] that it wasn’t heard, and had the strong feeling they were abandoned. And 
because VOK pushed that as well, in particular regarding the headscarf issue. […] And it 
increased the credibility of VOK, as it approached organisations and said: yes, we want to take 
that seriously and we want to take you into account. It could be that it is now more easy, 
because we have some aux serieux. […] We built some credibility regarding that theme. And I 
think that is very important.
92
    
 
The preparedness of VOK to support, enlarge and protect women’s freedom of choice, also on 
the level of cultural-relgious identity and practice, was and is not always welcomed or 
                                                          
92 Maar ik denk dat het VOK in het algemeen door heel die discussie over de hoofddoek een stuk aux serieux 
[geloofwaardigheid] opgebouwd heeft. […] vrouwen van etnisch-culturele minderheden. Ah ja, en vooral de islamitische 
vrouwen, heel sterk het gevoel hadden dat ze in de steek gelaten worden door de vrouwenbeweging. Daarmee dat ze heel 
sterk het gevoel hebben van we worden niet gehoord, en dan van heel dat discours van ja emancipatie kan op verschillende 
manieren, wij kiezen ervoor op die manier, dat er dan geen gehoor voor is. Dus dat ze heel sterk het gevoel hebben dat ze 
in de steek gelaten worden. En door het feit dat het VOK mee aan de kar getrokken heeft, en in dat verband heel concreet 
met de hoofddoekkwestie. […] dat geholpen heeft van het aux serieux van het VOK om dan naar organisaties toe te stappen 
en te zeggen van ja, we nemen dat aux serieux en we willen rekening met jullie houden. Het kan zijn dat dat makkelijker 
gaat, maar je hebt een stukje aux serieux mee. […] Dat je voelt van ja, je hebt een stuk geloofwaardigheid opgebouwd in dat 
thema. En ik denk dat dat ook niet onbelangrijk is. Allee, zelfs heel belangrijk is.  
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understood by socialist, liberal and humanist movements and commentators. Critics from both 
within and outside of the women’s movement accused VOK of a naïve or even dangerous 
form of culture relativism that prefers the preservation of culture and religion above women’s 
rights and the equal dignity of women and men (S’Jegers 2005) and that is apologetic 
regarding Islam instead of critical about its traditions. 
 In rethinking its standpoint and politics and (re)constructing its attitude towards 
increasing religious-cultural diversity and relationships with Muslim women, VOK had to 
deal with its own attachments to histories of progressive struggle vis-à-vis the power of 
Catholic institutions and morality. The brochure refers to this history, but criticises the 
renewed secularist struggle against the visibility of religion in the public sphere as following:      
 
During the last decades in our country, a non-believing minority struggled for a long time for 
the acknowledgement of her conviction against the omnipresent and powerful Catholic 
majority. By doing that, she importantly contributed to a pluralist society and a more neutral 
government. […] However, in the current context, VOK does not want to go along with the 
renewed zeal against religious symbols. Today, VOK resolutely advocates for equal space for 
all religious and worldview convictions. Shaping the state’s neutrality by starting from 
pluralism and freedom of religion can be a powerful signal. That is why VOK prefers an 
inclusive neutrality for our government: an official may express his/her beliefs or ideological 
conviction through visible symbols, but his/her behavior should fit within the framework of 
rules belonging to the public office and the laws of the country (2005: 6, translation mine). 
 
VOK mentions the idea of inclusive neutrality (Coene & Longman 2008), which meaning was 
already discussed in the former chapter through Motief’s elaborations of the concept. The 
ways in which individual VOK members changed their attitude towards religion will be 
analysed more in-depth through interview material in the next section. Here, it is suffice to 
say that VOK positions itself as a double exception in the field of leftist feminist thinking and 
practices regarding religion: it strongly critiques antireligious and Islamophobic sentiments 
and denounces their discriminating effects in the public sphere as especially harmful for 
Muslim women (Bracke & Fadil 2009), and locates religion not one-sidedly at the side of 
structural oppression and inequality but regards it as a possible domain of freedom of choice, 
individual signification and women’s emancipation. VOK opposes exclusive notions of 
neutrality and supports the idea of inclusive neutrality (Coene & Longman 2008) that 
embraces and values differences between people in the public sphere and does not aim at 
banning expressions of cultural-religious diversity and of Muslim women’s religiosity. The 
women’s organisation counters the rescue narratives and Islamophobia on the part of 
women’s movements (Bracke & de Mul 2009) through criticising and deconstructing images 
of Muslim women as helpless victims in need of rescue, and through building connections and 
collaborations with Muslim feminists. VOK’s viewpoint, which defends inclusive neutrality 
allowing for Muslim women to wear the headscarf in their profession, is remarkable, given 
that “the same organisation had for years striven vehemently against the ubiquitous influence 
of the Catholic Church within the public sphere. […] It thus clearly chooses for an anti-racist 
position to which secularisation is subordinated” (Coene & Longman 2006b: 9-10).  
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VOK understood that a paternalistic feminist attitude towards women of ethnic-
cultural minorities is not beneficial to those women but instead harms their space for 
expressing critique and activism. Or as Chilla Bulbeck (2009) argues: 
 
Instead of expressing that power in a ‘maternalist’ superiority, the role of non-Muslim 
feminists is to [help] open up a space where Muslim women can speak. Their voices will then 
challenge the perception of the Muslim community as conservative and homogenous, which 
prevails when the most influential Muslim spokespersons are conservative males (2009: 216). 
 
Due to this exceptional positioning within the field of women’s movements in Flanders, VOK 
became a critical mirror for other women’s organisations and leftist movements, as well as for 
politicians and commentators. Not all of those criticised by VOK are comfortable with the 
idea of a white and secular feminist movement supporting the claims of Muslim women for 
the right to decide themselves upon (not) donning the headscarf. VOK member Lea referred 
to this situation during the interview conversation in the following words: 
 
VOK is actually the only one of all women’s organisations in Belgium, who explicitly 
expressed a viewpoint there [regarding the headscarf debate]. Quite soon. And we received an 
awful amount of resistance to that. [They said:] “What is VOK doing? What are they 
presenting right now?!” So we needed to defend ourselves very much. Still even today. We 
need to defend ourselves very much. Many feminists who are members of, for example, the 
Women’s Council [the Dutch-speaking umbrella women’s organisation] approach us and say: 
“How can you, as feminists, go that far?” For them it is one step too far. So yes, that is 
currently a point of contention.
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VOK’s taking up a feminist anti-headscarf ban stance as part of their anti-racist agenda is a 
move that surprised many at the time and is by some commentators still regarded as anti-
feminist and inherently conservative. But by arguing and acting as such, VOK contributed to 
giving public space to new formulations of women’s emancipation within religion.  
 
 
8.3.2. White Antiracist Activists Reflecting Upon Privileges 
 
Ruth Frankenberg (1997) argued that just as both men’s and women’s lives are shaped by 
gender, white women’s experiences are marked by their race. Huijg (2012) notes that inaction 
is a familiar manifestation of dominant positionings such as whiteness. She discusses the 
activism of white feminists and argues that as both gender and race are structuring forces that 
disadvantage and advantage white women at the same time, white women’s agency is shaped 
                                                          
93 En het VOK is de enige eigenlijk die daar heel expliciet dan, van de vrouwenorganisaties in België, heel expliciet dan een 
standpunt heeft ingenomen [in het hoofddoekendebat]. Tamelijk snel. En we hebben daar ook verschrikkelijk veel 
tegenwind op gekregen he. Van wat doen ze nu, het VOK! Allee, waar pakken ze nu mee uit?! Dus we hebben ons daar heel 
erg op moeten verdedigen. En nog. En nog. We moeten ons daar heel erg op verdedigen. Heel wat feministen die dan 
bijvoorbeeld lid zijn van de Vrouwen Raad die ons daarop aanspreken en zeggen: hoe kunnen jullie als feministen nou zover 
gaan? Dat is voor hen een stap te ver. Ja, dus dat is een struikelblok momenteel he, ja. 
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contradictorily (2012: 3). The agency of white feminists can be exercised simultaneously 
through action and inaction (2012: 5). VOK is a women’s organisation comprised primarily 
by well educated white women, who formulated a viewpoint against headscarf bans and 
supports the struggle of Muslim feminists for Muslim women to be allowed to wear the 
headscarf in their education and profession. According to S’Jegers, VOK can be described as 
a self-critical white women’s organisation that makes visible and questions its own position 
and is therefore able to build bridges to women of ethnic and religious minorities (2005b: 
463). In this section, I explore through the interview conversations with VOK members how 
they speak about privileges and discriminations in terms of ethnicity and religion. Following 
Jasmin Zine (2004), I also explore whether, 
 
…women committed to antiracist feminism can be inclusive of women with religiously 
oriented subjectivities or whether they will continue to dismiss this possibility as having covert 
‘fundamentalist’ tendencies. Also in question is the extent to which the boundaries of an 
antiracist feminist epistemology can extend to include the voices of women who may 
articulate ‘another mode of being female’ in ways that disrupt the Western, secular hold on 
liberatory modes of feminist identifications and corresponding political engagement (2004: 
169).      
 
VOK members realise that representation is an important issue. On the website they use a 
picture of a collective of white women and Muslim women to introduce the women’s 
organisation. This gives the impression that VOK is comprised of women of various ethnic 
and religious backgrounds, however, in reality the VOK members are predominantly white 
women of various ages. VOK members realise the discrepancy between the picture and 
current reality, but at the same time wonder about what kind of message a picture of a 
collective of only white feminists conveys about VOK’s commitment to antiracism and 
respect for diversity among women. In fact, the picture was taken in 2005 at a VOK activity 
in Brussels and reflected the membership of VOK that was, at the time, more diverse than at 
the time of doing research. Francine told me how she feels about the picture on the VOK 
website: 
 
Yes, you see different women. Some of them wear a headscarf, and at that time they were 
members of VOK. And yes, it [the picture] is there since years because we find it very 
important as our business card. [It says:] If you have a problem with this, then we have 
nothing to offer you (laughing). […] And yes, it is also about wishful thinking. It is an image 
of how we would like it to be. If there are only white women present [on the picture], what 
kind of message does that convey?
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Francine here refers to the picture as a kind of statement, both about VOK’s commitment to 
antiracism and to taking into account the issues of ethnic and religious minority women, and 
                                                          
94 Ja. Je ziet heel verschillende vrouwen. Onder andere dus een paar vrouwen met een hoofddoek, die toen ook lid waren 
van het VOK. En ja, die [foto] staat er al jaren op omdat we die altijd nog heel belangrijk vinden als visite kaartje zo van ja 
als je hier al problemen mee hebt dan (lacht) zijn wij niks voor jou, allee. […] Ja, dus het is ook wishful thinking. Allee, het is 
een profilering van hoe dat je het absoluut graag hebt. Moesten daar allemaal witte vrouwen staan, dan wat voor signaal 
geef je dan? 
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about how she would like VOK’s membership to be more diverse itself. When it comes to 
representation, picturing the diversity among women in Flanders in terms of culture, ethnicity 
and religion – but similarly in terms of social class, sexuality and ability –,  was certainly not 
evident for the women’s movement in the 1970s and 1980s. Analysing the representation of 
Women’s Day throughout the years, historian Anais van Ervelde (2012b) writes that only 
since the end of the 1990s, VOK tries to engage migrant women in Women’s Day, while 
since the early 2000s, the focus shifted to disadvantaged poor women. According to van 
Ertvelde, an intersectional perspective (Wekker & Lutz 2001) became increasingly important 
within VOK as a way of acknowledging diversity, multiple inequalities and a plurality of 
feminisms. She writes that… 
 
In academia, the importance of intersectionality was emphasised, but also the emerging 
organisation of migrant women, women workers and lesbian women revealed the importance 
of more diversity within the women’s movement. Due to this increasing awareness, [VOK] 
became more sensitive for using multiple perspectives and representations. The feminist 
debate was moved to the intersection of various mechanisms of inequality such as sexuality, 
social class and ethnicity. Through such an intersectional approach the different aspects of 
female identities became central. The attention for intersectionality also created sensitivity for 
the fact that the emancipation of one particular group of women should not be at the expense 
of another group of women. Because of its unique position, the Women’s Days offered the 
possibility to express various feminisms (van Ertvelde 2012b: 49-50, translation mine).  
   
Not all VOK members agree with Francine’s suggestion that VOK should be more diverse.  
While some VOK members find it important to create more diversity within VOK’s 
membership and include women of minorities (although they do not really know how to do 
that), others feel it more important to focus upon and securing the collaborations between 
VOK and ethnic minority (women’s) organisations. I argue that different epistemologies of 
antiracist feminism (Zine 2004) might lie underneath these two different opinions on VOK 
and diversity. Those who endorse the first opinion feel that the presence of women of various 
ethnic and religious backgrounds is crucial for being more representative as a women’s 
movement but also for increasing an awareness of and formulating statements on inequalities 
that are as inclusive as possible. On the other hand, those who endorse the second vision 
believe that VOK members are able to understand oppressions of poor women, ethnic 
minority women and religious women through listening to their claims and experiences, as 
well as through collaborations with them. These claims and experiences should then be 
included in VOK’s opinions in the public debates and claims vis-à-vis politicians and policy-
makers. This opinion is, for example, articulated by Lea: 
 
Yes, of course. It [racism] is not something we experience firsthand. It is something you 
approach rationally. Yes, I do know about discrimination, because as a woman I have been 
sometimes discriminated against or I experienced things about which I know it happened 
because I am a woman. So I can feel that. But of course, racism.. yes, you must try to approach 
that rationally through listening to stories of those who do experience it. […] No, not all of us 
are victims of violence ourselves. But we all know people, women, who are victims. And you 
can fetch enough empathy to understand how it feels and at the same time make the social 
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analysis about what is at stake here, how should we look at it, and how should we solve it? 
How do we create social or structural policies or other kinds of solutions?
95
  
 
Both epistemologies, however, emphasise that while women’s experiences sometimes 
overlap, at other moments they diverge due to different social positionings regarding class, 
ethnicity, religion and sexuality. This means that white women will never fully grasp the 
implications of racism in the lives of ethnic minority women. As Klara puts it, “That is 
impossible, impossible. I can listen. And then it is about mutual reciprocity and solidarity, 
yes.” What is in the end most important, according to Marie, is to be prepared to question 
one’s own social positioning and perspective in the face of other positionings and 
perspectives. For Marie, this openness and self-critical attitude should be the basis of feminist 
engagement:  
 
It is not always that easy, because it is not always self-evident to [question] a perspective.. It is 
very difficult, precisely because it is strongly connected to an identity. I think it is one of the 
most difficult things you must do at the societal level. The preparedness to question oneself. 
That openness must be present. And within VOK I experienced that the past years. But it was 
similar at my education at the history department. So through my education and through VOK 
I am schooled and received the basics to start doing this and to question one’s own 
assumptions. I think that that is a condition qua non to start building a new feminism.
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Not only in internal discussions, but also in public, VOK espouses a self-critical stance and an 
awareness of power inequalities between ethnic majority and minority groups in society, as 
well as among women of different ethnic, social, cultural and religious backgrounds. In an 
opinion text, for example, published in 2006 by the Flemish newspaper De Standaard, VOK 
member Els Flour critically responds to the writings of the liberal opinion-maker Dirk 
Verhofstadt, who in his 2006 book De Derde Feministische Golf (The Third Feminist Wave) 
calls upon Muslim women to start a new wave of women’s emancipation in Flanders. Flour 
criticises Verhofstadt for his essentialist view on Islam, his paternalistic attitude towards 
Muslim women and their emancipation, and his accusation of white feminists for being 
indifferent and adopting a misplaced cultural relativist stance. She writes that VOK feels 
                                                          
95 Ja, natuurlijk. Het is niet iets wat je aan de lijve ondervindt he. Het is iets wat je ja rationeel dan benadert he. Ja, ik weet 
wel wat discriminatie is, omdat ik als vrouw natuurlijk ook af en toe gediscrimineerd [ben] of dingen ervaren heb waarvan ik 
weet dat is omdat ik een vrouw ben. Dus ik kan er wel een beetje inkomen. Maar natuurlijk ja, racisme.. ja, dat moet je dan 
maar rationeel proberen te benaderen door te luisteren naar de verhalen van diegenen die het wel voelen he. […] Nee, we 
zijn misschien niet allemaal onmiddellijk zelf slachtoffer van geweld. Maar we kennen toch allemaal wel mensen die er wel, 
of vrouwen die er wel slachtoffer van geweest zijn. En dan kan je toch echt wel empathie genoeg opbrengen om te snappen 
hoe dat voelt en dan tegelijkertijd toch ook de maatschappelijke analyse te maken van wat is hier aan de hand en hoe moet 
je daar dan naar kijken en hoe stel je daar oplossingen? Stel je daar een maatschappelijke of structurele beleidsmatige 
oplossingen tegenover of andere oplossingen?  
96 Wat niet altijd simpel is he, want […] het is niet altijd evident om een visie te gaan.. Het is heel moeilijk, en net daarom 
omdat het zo vast zit aan een identiteit, denk ik, dat het echt.. Allee, dat is denk ik een van de moeilijkste stappen die je op 
maatschappelijk vlak moet zetten. De bereidheid om uzelf in vraag te stellen. Die openheid moet er zijn. En in het VOK heb 
ik dat zelf ervaren in de voorbije jaren. Maar wat binnen mijn opleiding geschiedenis ook al was. […] Maar voor een stuk 
allee, met mijn opleiding geschiedenis en van het VOK een hele.. ja hoe zeg ik dat? Een hele leerschool gekregen of een 
fundament om eigenlijk daarmee bezig te zijn met dat soort van in vraag in stellen van uw eigen uitgangspunten. En ik denk 
dat dat een conditio qua non is om feminisme, een nieuw feminisme vorm te geven.  
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addressed and defends VOK positioning in the debate on culture, religion and feminism as 
such: 
 
VOK aims at achieving real equality between men and women, with all their different ethnic, 
social, ideological.. [etc.] backgrounds. Our plea concerns therefore solidarity: the awareness 
that the own position is not normative, that there are many women and men living in 
precarious circumstances and that we have a role to play in eliminating inequalities; the 
conviction that our society can and should offer place to different lives [here: ways of living] 
(Flour 2006, translation mine, emphasis original).
97
  
 
Flour calls for solidarity with less powerful women, but emphasises as one of the 
preconditions for solidarity the acknowledgment that the positioning and emancipation 
trajectories of white secular women should not be considered the norm for all women. Putting 
the emphasis on this precondition points at a radical questioning of the own privileged 
positioning as white secular feminists in Flanders.  
Also Klara emphasised during the interview conversation the need for a self-critical 
attitude. It is important, according to Klara, that white feminists start from the assumption that 
they too have a cultural background. In other words, the perspectives of white women cannot 
be taken as universal and their experiences and claims as normative for the women’s 
movement. Putting forward the idea that ‘white women have a culture’ is breaking through 
the invisibility and normativity that are important dimensions of whiteness. At the same time, 
Klara feels that it is not always helpful to speak of ‘dominant white feminism’ as this 
homogenises white feminist movements and often does not take into account differences 
amongst them in terms of power as well as visions and strategies. She argues that this 
terminology of rethinking whiteness and feminism is predominantly imported from the U.S. 
and is not always useful to increase our understanding of what is at stake in the context of 
Flanders. European whiteness scholars (Griffin & Braidotti 2002, Blagaard 2008) similarly 
argue that although Europe needs critical whiteness studies, it needs to be theorised and 
developed differently than Anglo-Saxon theory. But Klara’s argument also adresses the often 
criticised gap between an assumed hierarchy of theoretical knowledge (with a dominance of 
Anglo-Saxon theory) and activist knowledge (Geerts & van der Tuin 2013b). 
 When it comes to the connections between whiteness and assumptions of a 
background of Christian and humanist culture, Klara mentions the centrality of Enlightenment 
principles in VOK’s feminist thinking and practicing. She notes that VOK is able to 
collaborate with Muslim women and does so on the basis of the terminology of 
Enlightenment thinking, and not in the cultural-religious terminology that might be (more) 
important to Muslim women. At the same time, Klara does not speak of Enlightenment 
principles as of universal value for everyone, and refers to the importance of theological 
debates. However, these theological discussions should take place among Muslims 
themselves, without interference from non-Muslims. She explains: 
 
                                                          
97
 Flour, E. 9 November 2006, De Standaard, ‘Feminisme Volgens Verhofstadt’, http://www.standaard.be/cnt/guc1498ag 
Few days later, Dirk Verhofstadt rebutted Flour’s critique in an opinion text entitled ‘Feminists with a Blindfold’ published in 
the same newspaper. Verhofstadt, D. 13 November 2006, De Standaard,  ‘Feministen met een Blinddoek’, 
http://www.standaard.be/cnt/goh14cikf  
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Yes, our angle is of course not religion. In fact, it is unimportant whether someone beliefs or 
not. It is perfectly possible to [adopt the attitude of] ‘live and let live’ and collaborate, and that 
you do not want to have to do anything with that religion. I personally have another point of 
view on that. But it is perfectly possible. I think that that is why VOK is able to do that. You 
depart from a feminist perspective that takes individual self-determination as a starting point. 
So [for VOK], it is not about [the question whether] it is dictated by God. That is not our 
debate. That is something for Muslims. And I do like to hear [about it] from [BOEH! activists] 
Zeynab and Leyla, because I had some interesting conversations with Leyla to understand that 
more in-depth. But it is not necessary. [It is sufficient to] Depart from self-determination, 
solidarity and freedom. Those are the principles of the Enlightenment, and we name it as such. 
We do not want to leave the Enlightenment principles up to the Right.
98
  
  
VOK collaborates with Muslim women but does so on the basis of the principles and 
language of the Enlightenment tradition. This means several things. First, the voices and 
claims of Muslim women are, precisely in the context of a collaboration of VOK members 
and Muslim feminists and a political and policy setting in which secular language is 
dominant, transformed into terminology that fits the feminist reclaiming of Enlightenment 
principles. Free choice, autonomy, equality, non-discrimination and emancipation are the key 
terms through which the feminist antiracist agenda is constructed. Other modes of being, such 
as women’s religious subjectivities that do not fit within simplistic accounts of either 
‘emancipation’ or ‘submission’ and that are not (only) based upon modern ideals of the 
autonomous, rational subject (Jouilli 2011), are disregarded in such an agenda. Some VOK 
members do acknowledge, to a certain extent, women’s religious subjectivities and potential 
other modes of being, others do not. This issue will  be explored more in-depth in the fifth 
section of this chapter. Suffice here is to conclude that the voices and modes of being of 
religious women are not intrinsically connected to the feminist antiracist agenda, and 
therefore do not have an impact upon its core message and its arrangement.  
In short, VOK does not find itself forced to reflect upon its secular viewpoint. In a 
way, this could be related to Huijg’s (2012: 5) argument that the agency of white feminists is 
characterised by action and inaction simoultanously, however, the inaction refers here not to 
the advantage in terms of race but rather to the one in terms of a secular epistemology. VOK’s 
feminist practice shows that the boundaries of antiracist feminist epistemologies can indeed 
be extended to include the claims of religious women. However, as these claims are 
articulated within the framework of Enlightenment epistemologies, the voices and ‘modes of 
being female’ (Zine 2004: 169) of religious women do not disrupt VOK’s hold on to Western 
secular understandings of emancipation and corresponding political engagement and activism.    
 
                                                          
98 Ja, en de invalshoek is natuurlijk niet de godsdienst. Eigenlijk is het onbelangrijk of iemand gelooft of niet. […] [D]at is 
perfect mogelijk van live and let live en om samen te werken en dat je verder niks met die godsdienst te maken wilt 
hebben. Ik heb daar zelf persoonlijk een beetje een andere visie op. Maar het is perfect mogelijk. Ik denk dat dat maakt dat 
het VOK dat ook kan doen. Je gaat uit van een feministische visie die vertrekt van de zelfbeschikking van de persoon. Dus 
dan gaat het niet over [de vraag naar] is het ingegeven door God of niet? Of is het ingegeven door de Koran of niet? Dat is 
een debat waar we niet willen intreden. Dat is ook ons debat niet. Dat is iets voor moslims. En ik wil wel graag van een 
Zeynab of van een Leyla [horen], want ik heb met Leyla wel interessante gesprekken gehad die daar verder dieper op in 
gaan om te begrijpen hoe en wat enzovoort. Maar het hoeft niet. Het hoeft niet. Je gaat uit van zelfbeschikking, solidariteit 
en vrijheid. Eigenlijk de, en dat zeggen wij ook, de principes van de Verlichting. En in die zin willen wij die principes van de 
Verlichting niet overlaten aan rechts he. 
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8.4. Rethinking Feminist Histories 
 
As described in the literature review on the study of secularity in Western-Europe, the 
sociological and historical account of a general decline of religious authority and levels of 
religious practice among the Catholic majority population is a well-known and broadly 
accepted story about the secularisation of Belgium (Billiet, Abts & Swyngedouw 2013, 
Dobbelaere 2010, Dobbelaere & Voye 1990, Pasture 2004). In this story, both secularisation 
and women’s and emancipation are represented as accomplished, to a certain degree, 
precisely through conflict with the Catholic Church, the monarchy and the Catholic political 
party (Dobbelaere 2010, Pasture 2004, Coene & Bollen 2013). Storytelling, as Claire 
Hemmings (2005) puts it, always takes place through a particular technology that comprises a 
certain form, function and effects. One of the effects of this memory of and telling 
secularisation is that it ignores the important grass-roots movement of progressive Christians 
that exists in Flanders since the 1970s, among them feminist Christians (Latre 2011), and 
easily neglects readings of the recent past that are at odds with the dominant story. In the 
literature review, I argued that the near disappearance of progressive Christianity from 
accounts of secularisation and emancipation today enables to keep in place dominant 
understandings of a secularised and liberal society as facilititating women’s emancipation 
versus religion, especially Islam, as backward and oppressive of women.  
 In this section, I investigate the ways in which VOK members interrupt and criticise 
the above storytelling about secularisation and emancipation with reference to the Flemish 
women’s movement’s recent past. I look at whether and in which ways the history of the 
secular and emancipation as conflict with religion is reinforced, challenged or transformed 
into a new kind of storytelling. I first look at how VOK members, both in written texts and in 
interview narratives, challenge dominant stories about the recent histories of religion, 
secularisation and emancipation and the role of women’s movements. Second, I explore how 
these conversations and struggles about storytelling, and about their effects for current 
understandings about religion and women’s emancipation, take place especially among 
freethinkers in Flanders.    
 
 
8.4.1. Storytelling about Religion, Secularisation and Emancipation  
 
Storytelling about the recent past of religion, secularisation, political critique and evolutions, 
and the role of women’s movements, is instrumental for constructing current understandings 
of women’s emancipation. Dominant stories about this past have implications for today’s 
public debates about religion and women’s emancipation. They enable to certain 
interpretations of how women’s emancipation in the current multicultural society should look 
like, and about the relationships between different social groups and between women 
belonging to those groups, and foreclose other interpretations. VOK members sense the 
importance of storytelling and of a ‘correct’ understanding and interpretation of recent 
histories of religion, secularisation and women’s movements in Flanders. They therefore 
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question what they consider to be dominant stories through written texts (articles and opinion 
texts) and argue for nuanced perspectives on religion, secularism and women’s emancipation. 
They understood that what are in their experience ‘incorrect’ stories about the past may 
facilitate one-dimensional perspectives on women’s emancipation, which do not take into 
account the voices and experiences of women belonging to different social groups and are 
therefore not in the benefit of all women. The strategy of VOK members is therefore to 
propose ‘correct’ understandings of the past and consequently other ways of thinking about 
women’s emancipation in the current multicultural society.  
 On the one hand, VOK posits that the struggle of women’s movements and socialists, 
liberals and freethinkers against the dominance of Catholicism has been crucial for women’s 
increased opportunities and independence. Whenever and whererever they feel it is necessary, 
they defend women’s autonomy and free choice vis-à-vis Catholic hierarchies, teachings and 
prescripts. Instead of aiming their critique on Catholic believers in general, they fiercely 
criticise what they regard as arbitrary dictates of Catholic hierarchies. In that sense, VOK was 
and remains an anticlerical women’s movement. An example is Els Flour’s recent opinion 
text (2013), which contributes to a debate that was going on in Flemish newspapers about the 
ethical issue of the possibility of euthanasia on minors. It responds to a piece written few days 
earlier in De Standaard by Rene Stockman, the head of the papal congregation Brothers of 
Love, who argues against euthanasia and posits that the harmful “glorification of self-
determination” started with the legalisation of abortion.99 Flour questioned Stockman’s 
storytelling by putting to the fore what she calls another memory:  
  
Many women, especially non-Catholic women, have a totally different kind of memory. They 
remember those years in which the Catholic Church decided de facto about their bodies, 
whether they were believers or not. […] When in 1990 abortion was partly legalised in 
Belgium, nothing changed for women who wish to become mothers. Women who wish to 
have an abortion can receive one in safe circumstances without having to be afraid that they 
themselves or their doctors need to go into prison. Abortion became a right, not a duty. A 
woman decides, potentially together with her partner, but the Church is not the one deciding. 
Her choice will always be deliberate. The same cannot be said of dictates of an institute such 
as the Catholic Church (translation mine).
100
  
 
In Flour’s opinion text, the history of secularisation and emancipation as taking place through 
conflict with religion is reinforced on the basis of women’s movements’ experience with the 
struggle for legalising abortion (Coene & Bollen 2013). Also in interview conversations, few 
VOK members emphasised abortion specifically as a feminist struggle against Catholicism. 
As Klara puts it, “[t]hat was the case. At that time, the CVP, the former CD&V [Christian 
Democrats & Flemish – the Christian political party], was the political party that blocked an 
amendment”.101  
                                                          
99
 Stockman, R. 3 February 2014, ‘De Glijbaan van de Zelbeschikking’, in: De Standaard, 
http://www.standaard.be/cnt/dmf20140202_00960172  
100
 Flour, E. 4 February 2014, ‘Abortus: De Vrouw Beslist’, online at De Wereld Morgen, 
http://www.dewereldmorgen.be/artikels/2014/02/04/abortus-de-vrouw-beslist  
101 Maar het was zo. De CVP, de toenmalige CD&V, het CVP was de partij die een wetswijziging tegenhield.  
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On the other hand, VOK members rewrite ideas about the recent past of feminism and 
the women’s movement as per definition secular and antireligious by pointing at histories of 
Christian feminism in Belgium as well as abroad. They also emphasise VOK’s own history as 
a platform for consultation, which throughout the years enabled women of various political 
and ideological backgrounds to start conversations and collaborations. In VOK, Christian 
feminists representing Catholic women’s organisations were present, articulated their 
priorities, and collaborated in pushing feminist claims. Emphasising these histories, VOK 
members ask for acknowledging and valuing the international, national and local histories of 
feminisms within Christian frameworks and communities. 
 In a contribution to the Vlaams Marxistisch Tijdschrift (Flemish Marxist Journal), 
VOK member Kitty Roggeman (2012) challenges what she feels is the dominant perspective 
of the journal’s readership regarding religion. She starts with bringing to the fore the question 
about the compatibility of feminism and multiculturality, as well as of feminism and religion. 
With this article, Roggeman aims to achieve a number of goals: socially and ideologically 
situating the article’s main question, discussing the relationship between religion and human 
rights, and revaluing the possible connection between religion and feminism. She finds these 
steps important in order to formulate inclusive, instead of exclusive, feminist strategies. The 
author starts by problematising the assumption that feminism belongs exclusively to the 
histories of antireligious movements and activists, and that feminism opposed religion, which 
at times conveys a more traditional understanding of women’s social position and roles (2012: 
95). ‘Religion’ is not made specific here, but given the historical dominance of Catholicism 
and the history of the Marxist and socialist movements in Belgium, religion refers here to 
Catholicism. Speaking with the authority of a lifelong experience as a leftist feminist activist 
and opinion-maker, Roggeman argues that this assumption about the history of feminism only 
partly overlaps with the historical realities of the women’s movement. She explains how 
Christian women’s movements fought for women’s access to education, the labor market and 
political representation. The only issue about which Christian and non-believing feminists in 
Flanders were divided was abortion (2012: 95). Roggeman emphasises that… 
 
At that time, no one posed the question whether that is possible: being a Christian and fighting 
for women’s rights. It didn’t matter, besides abortion, religion wasn’t an issue. Of course, 
differences existed regarding opinions about strategies, about how to deal with equality and 
difference, about the social-economical causes of the inequality of the sexes, about the 
struggle against injustice. But disagreements didn’t run along the axe of religious-secular 
difference, but rather along the opposition of conservative centre-right-wing political 
perspectives versus progressive leftist perspectives (2012: 96, translation mine).     
 
Rethinking the history of ‘second wave’ feminism and women’s movements in terms of 
differences, also at the level of religious and secular perspectives, has implications, according 
to Roggeman, for the ways in which women’s organisations today should look at religion. As 
the struggle for women’s emancipation transcends the gap between between believers or non-
believers, women’s organisations need to look at commonalities instead of differences. The 
author concludes that when feminism and religion are not anymore posited as incompatible, 
there is more space to focus upon “discrimination and social-economic mechanisms of 
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oppression, which impact upon all women’s lives in various degrees, and against which we 
should struggle together (translation mine)” (2012: 100). Here, an important message of the 
article by Roggeman is that when progressive movements acknowledge the role played by 
progressive Christians, among them feminists, another perspective upon the current reality of 
religious and cultural diversity and emancipation becomes possible. Rewriting the dominant 
story about the history of progressive movements in Belgium, making distinctions between 
religious authorities and individual believers, and revaluing the relationship between 
feminism and religion become preconditions for current conversations and collaborations with 
Muslim women (2012: 96, 98).   
 Also in the interview conversations, few VOK members reflected upon what they 
experience to be dominant perspectives on the history of progressive movements. Klara, for 
example, started rethinking the relationship between Christianity and feminism from her 
experiences of the early years of VOK. She is critical about the way in which people today 
seem to forget about Christian feminists’ contributions to women’s emancipation. The issue 
of abortion is her starting point for reflecting upon the role of Christian women: 
 
Yes, abortion was a difficult topic and actually a divisive issue. Often not for individual.. But 
that was interesting about VOK. I can say about a number of those individual women of 
Christian origins or Christian convictions or coming from Christian organisations and political 
parties, who were individually convinced that the law regarding abortion needed to be 
changed, but they couldn’t say that publicly. But they could [say it] within VOK. That is how 
VOK functioned. You could speak freely, you didn’t speak in the name of your organisation, 
and you did help pushing women’s issues.102  
 
After Klara mentioned the presence of Christian feminists within VOK, I asked whether I 
could consider VOK as historically diverse regarding the religious and secular worldviews of 
the participants of the meetings. She confirmed immediately, and responded as such: 
 
Absolutely, you put that well. Yes, but [at that time] it wasn’t an issue, but it was the case in 
the early beginning. Today they make a whole issue about that. But that is a really good 
observation, yes. Absolutely. And regarding abortion, what happened? So those Christian 
women couldn’t for example participate with their organisation in an action or demonstration. 
And maybe even not in Women’s Day. You should check which participants were present at 
that Women’s Day [about abortion]. They weren’t present. But within VOK you could discuss 
the topic. […] But the fact that we were able to collaborate with those women coming from 
those organisations, that made a real difference. […] That is forgotten by now. […] Yes, it was 
indeed plural, and pluralism regarding worldviews was present. But now it is often said or 
easily assumed that feminism and faith are incompatible. And it was never an issue. Only if 
you look at abortion.. but even there [regarding that topic] boundaries were exceeded by 
individuals who agreed and who faught for that in their own ways within their own 
                                                          
102 Ja, abortus was toen nog een heel moeilijk thema en echt wel een splijtzwam, als ge wilt he. Ja, dikwijls niet bij 
individuele.. Maar dat is al het interessante van het VOK. Ik kan zeggen van een aantal van die individuele vrouwen van 
christelijke origine of van christelijke overtuiging of uit christelijke organisaties en partijen, die persoonlijk overtuigd waren 
dat de wetgeving in zake abortus moest veranderd worden, maar dat publiekelijk niet konden zeggen. Maar wel in het VOK, 
ja. Dus dat is eigenlijk wel, zo werkte het VOK. Je kon daar vrijuit spreken, je sprak niet in naam van jouw organisatie, en je 
bracht toch wel de vrouwenzaak vooruit.  
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organisations. But they didn’t necessarily go public with that, they couldn’t. There were too 
many barriers. It maybe would have damaged their political careers, whatever. But they did 
push that issue. And people forgot about that, which is really weird.
103
      
 
During the interview conversation, Lea showed me some old program books of Women’s 
Days organised by VOK in the past. Upon my question about collaborations with Christian 
women within VOK, she insisted on showing me the advertisement VOK made in its 1993 
program book for Symforosa, a Flemish journal about feminist religiosity and spiritualities. 
The existence of this journal proves, according to Lea, that feminism and religion were 
certainly not always “at war”. While Lean situates Christian feminism rhetorically in the past 
(“but the journal doesn’t exist anymore”), she compares its priorities to those of Muslim 
feminists today:     
 
It proves it. And this Symforosa, it wasn’t my cup of tea. Because I am not interested in 
religion. But they wrote good things. They had an audience and it was a beautifully published 
journal. You should check it out. Shining paper, very posh. Much more posh than 
Schoppenvrouw [the feminist radical leftist journal Lea edited for few years]. They got money 
from I don’t know where. But they were very feminist. Very feminist. They did what Muslim 
women do [today], and that is looking at religion with a feminist perspective. That is also what 
Muslim feminism aims to do. […] It [Symforosa] doesn’t exist anymore. But you will find it 
available at Rosa [Brussels-based information centre about the Dutch-speaking women’s 
movement in Belgium]. All of its publications. You will see that feminism and religion aren’t 
water and fire. It was never like that.
104
  
 
Both Klara and Lea challenge the storytelling about the histories of secularisation and 
emancipation as conflict with religion. They propose to base current attitudes towards Muslim 
feminism upon a ‘correct’ and informed perspective on the recent past of the women’s 
movement in Flanders, which does not make progressive Christians disappear from the scene. 
                                                          
103 Absoluut, dat is een goeie. Ja, dat speelde niet zo’n rol, dat is het eigenaardige. Nu maken ze daar ik weet niet wat een 
ding van. Maar dat is een zeer goeie [observatie], ja. Absoluut, ja. En die abortus, wat gebeurde er? Dus die christelijke 
vrouwen konden dan bijvoorbeeld niet deelnemen met hun organisatie aan een actie of een betoging. En misschien zelfs 
niet aan die Vrouwendag. Dan zou je eens moeten kunnen nakijken wie dat er op die Vrouwendag waren. Die zullen daar, 
die waren daar niet. Maar in het VOK kon je wel over het thema praten. […] Maar het feit dat wij toch met die vrouwen 
konden samenwerken die uit die organisaties kwamen, maakte wel het verschil. […] Ja, en nu wordt dat vergeten he. […] 
Inderdaad dat pluralisme was daar, ook het levensbeschouwelijk pluralisme was daar aanwezig. En nu wordt er heel dikwijls 
gezegd ja wordt er heel gemakkelijk van uitgegaan dat feminisme en geloof niet samengaan. Maar dat is eigenlijk nooit een 
punt geweest. Natuurlijk, als ge het heel eng ziet met abortus.. maar ook daar werden die grenzen overschreden uiteraard 
door individuen die het er wel mee eens waren en die binnen hun organisatie daar op hun manier het gevecht voor 
voerden. Snapt ge? Die daar niet noodzakelijk mee naar buiten kwamen en ook niet konden komen. Heel veel dingen 
verhinderden [dat]. Het was ook misschien niet goed voor hun politieke carrière, whatever. Maar zij hielpen de zaak wel 
vooruit. En dat is men vergeten, dat is echt een raar ding.  
104 En dat bewijst dit ook weer he. En die Symforosa, dat was mijn cup of tea niet he. Omdat ik totaal niet geïnteresseerd 
ben in religie. Maar zij schreven goede dingen. Zij hadden een publiek en het was een heel mooi uitgegeven tijdschrift. Je 
moet het maar eens bekijken bij Rosa. Glanzend papier, het was heel sjiek hoor. Veel sjieker dan Schoppenvrouw. Zij kregen 
geld van ik weet niet waar allemaal. Maar zij waren heel feministisch he. Heel feministisch. En deden wat de 
moslimvrouwen doen, namelijk die religie bekijken vanuit een, door een feministische bril he. Wat het moslimfeminisme 
ook wil doen. […] Nee, het [Symforosa] bestaat al een hele tijd niet meer. Maar je vindt het nog bij Rosa beschikbaar. Alle 
mogelijke publicaties. Kijk maar. Je zult zien dat feminisme en religie dat dat helemaal geen water en vuur is. Nooit 
geweest. 
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As secular feminists, they compare the priorities and strategies of Christian and Muslim 
feminists, and argue for pragmatic collaborations with religious feminists.   
As mentioned above, Klara pointed out that the history of Christian feminists is today 
often forgotten. Interestingly, she talked about a second history that is similarly increasingly 
forgotten or sidelined in public debates about religion and state neutrality – that is the specific 
historical Belgian arrangement of the separation of Church and state in terms of the state’s 
active support of various communities with secular and religious worldviews. Both types of 
forgetting – or double historical amnesia – function towards increasing an understanding of 
secularism in terms that are close to the French instead of Belgian history – that is in terms of 
laicite. Klara explains:  
 
Neutrality, I think, state neutrality, but they made it into a closed concept, however it serves to 
give all worldviews in society a chance and to allow them to exist next to each other. That is 
what it guarantees, and throughout Europe this is interpreted in different ways. But today, 
there is this interpretation of neutrality that posits that all religious symbols should be banned 
from everything that belongs to the government. There is now the burka ban, or the ban on the 
face-veil. So that is banning from public space, or the start of banning specific convictions 
from public space. That is a certain interpretation of neutrality. But I think that isn’t the 
original intention of the concept.. Inclusive neutrality, it is a stupid concept. But it is [used] to 
emphasise that [it is mistaken to] assume that an absolute concensus exists regarding the 
meaning of neutrality, and [that] the consensus is about the absence of religious symbols. […] 
So people forget about that too [the Belgian history of state neutrality].
105
  
 
I suggest that the effect of this kind of storytelling about religion, secularism and women’s 
emancipation, and its double historical amnesia regarding progressive Christians and the 
Belgian historical interpretation of the separation of Church and state, is twofold. In 
combination with racism and Islamophobia, the consequence lies in the representation of 
Muslim minorities in Flanders as doubly outsiders of the history of modernity and progress: 
Muslims in general do not abide to shifting standards of neutrality in public life due to their 
religious identities, practices and attachments, and Muslim women cannot emancipate as long 
as they remain attached to religious frameworks of thinking and practicing. Klara and Lea 
criticise this storytelling and the two types of forgetting that are part of it and argue for a 
transformation in progressive and feminist attitudes regarding Muslim women.  
 
 
                                                          
105 Wel, het is te zeggen. Neutraliteit, dacht ik, de neutraliteit van de overheid, dacht ik, maar ze hebben daar zo een 
gesloten begrip van gemaakt, dient om ervoor te zorgen dat alle levensbeschouwingen in de samenleving een kans krijgen 
en naast mekaar kunnen bestaan. Dus die garandeert dat, en dat wordt in heel Europa op heel verschillende manieren 
ingevuld. Maar nu krijgt ge een invulling van neutraliteit die maakt, die zegt dat de levensbeschouwelijke tekens moeten 
uit, moeten gebannen worden uit alles wat met de overheid te maken heeft. En bijna uit het.. want nu het verbod op de 
boerka, of op de gezichtsbedekkende sluier. Ja, dat is het bannen uit de publieke ruimte, of het begin van het bannen van 
bepaalde overtuigingen uit de publieke ruimte. Dat is een invulling van neutraliteit. Maar volgens mij is dat niet de 
oorspronkelijke bedoeling van dat we dan moeten zeggen van we moeten dat begrip.. Inclusieve neutraliteit waar al die.. 
het is een stom begrip, inclusieve neutraliteit, als ge wilt. Maar het is eigenlijk om te onderstrepen dat de manier waarop nu 
zogezegd allee ervan uit gegaan wordt dat er een absolute consensus is over de betekenis van neutraliteit en die consensus 
is de afwezigheid van levensbeschouwelijke tekenen. […]  Dat is men dus ook vergeten.  
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8.4.2. A Humanist and Atheist Controversy  
 
The conversations and struggles about storytelling, and about their effects for current 
understandings about religion and women’s emancipation, seem to be expressed especially 
among those who identify as humanists and atheists in Flanders. As argued in the literature 
review on the study of secularity in Western Europe, in Flanders, due to the impression of 
secularisation and emancipation as a violent process of conflict with Catholicism, non-
religious identities can be combined at the level of argumentation and affect with a resistance 
to everything religious. 
 Similarly explained in the literature review, the term humanism (in the Anglo-Saxon 
tradition often referred to as freethinking, in Dutch called vrijzinnigen) in the Belgian context 
can be defined as a phenomenon existing as several societal levels – as an intellectual 
tradition emerging from Enlightenment philosophy and developed at universities, as anti-
clerical thinking as the motor behind the political-social struggle against the power of 
Catholicism (Witte, Craeybeckx & Meynen 2005), and as a particular non-confessional 
tradition that is recognised and supported by the state (Franken & Loobuyck 2012). Important 
to remind here is that since the 1960s, combative humanism in the sense of anticlerical 
politics moved outside of the structures of political parties and became the monopoly of 
organised humanist organisations, such as the Humanist Verbond (Humanist Alliance, 
established in 1951) and the umbrella organisation Unie van Vrijzinnige Verenigingen 
(Flemish Union of Humanist Associations, established in 1971) (Witte, Craeybeckx & 
Meynen 2005: 289-294).  
 Notwithstanding this historical context, current humanist thinkers, writers and 
organisations cannot be considered as solely preoccupied with the fight against the role of 
religion in society in order to further individual freedom and autonomy. Some VOK members 
argue that a diversity of humanist voices exist, but that a few powerful antireligious voices too 
often receive space in public debates. This has a negative impact on general perceptions on 
the relationship between religion and emancipation. They put forward another kind of 
humanism and another interpretation and use of Enlightenment principles to further feminist 
causes. They explicitly take up the challenge of entering the debate with vehemently 
antireligious humanist thinkers and writers. For example, VOK members Ida Dequeecker & 
Kitty Roggeman wrote in 2009 in Uitpers, an online journal about international politics, a 
critical review of the book De Islam in Europa: Dialoog of Clash? (Islam in Europe: 
Dialogue or Clash?) edited by philosopher and writer Johan Sanctorum and published in 
2008. They claim to take up an entirely different atheist viewpoint about Islam, the Islamic 
headscarf and Muslim women’s feminism compared to the atheist perspective of Johan 
Sanctorum, which is largely formulated in terms of the ‘clash of civilizations ideology’. 
Whereas Sanctorum posits that the headscarf debate predominantly takes place within 
theological frameworks of thinking and therefore cannot be taken seriously from an atheist 
point of view, Dequeecker and Roggeman argue that they do take the headscarf debates very 
seriously and do so precisely from an atheist standpoint and because of its social and feminist 
philosophical implications (2009: 1). They blame Sanctorum for his colonialist and 
paternalising attitude towards Muslim women and for ignoring their emancipatory 
movements, and write the following:  
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In the name of the Enlightenment ideal of freedom of religion, we cannot, as atheists, ignore 
the pursuit of thousands of Muslim women to choose another trajectory towards emancipation 
(2009: 5, translation mine).  
 
In the debate with other atheists, Dequeecker and Roggeman employ the strategy of 
questioning what they consider as a ‘contradictory attitude’ (2009: 5) existing among 
freethinkers. By positing normative ideals about women’s individual emancipation, instead of 
listening to Muslim women and supporting them in emancipatory struggles that may look 
different than liberal-secular trajectories towards emancipation, atheist writers such as Johan 
Sanctorum and Geert van Istendael are guilty of fighting “an assumed unfreedom by imposing 
another unfreedom” (2009: 5). The strategy of these VOK members is not to argue against 
Enlightenment principles themselves, but against the incorrect interpretation of these 
principles by atheist and humanist writers. In the point of view of Dequeecker and 
Roggeman’s, incorrect or one-sided interpretations lead to hypocritical and contradictory 
perspectives and practices that move away entirely from the true spirit of the Enlightenment 
principles of freedom, self-determination and solidarity.  
Also the article written by Kitty Roggeman (2012) for the Flemish Marxist Journal can 
be regarded as foremost tackling with debates among freethinkers in Flanders about religion, 
secularism, state neutrality, individual autonomy and emancipaton. Roggeman explicitly 
speaks to a freethinking audience when she writes: 
 
Problematic here is the attitude of a large group of freethinkers, who oppose, starting from an 
antireligious discourse, the ‘new’ religion, Islam, and the place of this religion in our society 
(2012: 96, translation mine). 
 
Roggeman continues by problematising the humanist idea that secular thinking is per 
definition liberating, while religious thinking is backward, irrational and dogmatic. She points 
at the historical shortcomings of Enlightenment ideals regarding the equality of men and 
women and refers to the work of feminist historian Joan Scott (2009) to underline this 
argument (Roggeman 2012: 96-97). Her strong reprove of the attitude of many freethinkers in 
Flanders is put as such: 
 
Historically, the struggles of humanists, atheists, socialists and communists against the 
dominant religion have lost importance. […] After two centuries of struggle for rights, it is 
now time for less hostility towards religion in general. Freedom of religion is a fundamental 
right and a human right, and also humanists and feminists have an interest in defending it. It is 
also about their own rights of freedom of opinion and worldview. No one benefits from 
freethinking fanaticism that declares war on believers, from whatever religion, but especially 
stigmatises Muslims and as such feeds into an anti-immigration discourse and disguised 
racism (2005: 97, translation mine).     
 
In the interview conversations, those who identified explicitly as atheists, Klara and Lea, 
spoke about the importance and difficulties of having those debates with other atheists and 
humanists. Both argue that the current lack of understanding and even hostility towards 
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Muslim women by freethinkers originates from the history of the struggle against Catholicism 
and remaining anti-Catholic sentiments that are now projected upon Muslim minorities. As 
Klara exclaimed, “Yes, yes! They look at it from a Catholic experience, yes.”106 While many 
humanists and atheists have Catholicism in mind when speaking about religion in general, 
they bring their anti-religious sentiments to bear upon claims of Muslim migrant 
communities, particularly the Islamic headscarf, as unwelcome ‘intrusions’ of religion in the 
public sphere and as impossible trajectories for the emancancipation of women and 
minorities. Lea explained as such:   
 
Yes, that definitely originates from the history of Catholicism in Belgium and the struggle that 
took place against the power of the Catholic Church during the 20
th
 century. And people of my 
generation have known that struggle and lived it. And today, many of them have great 
difficulties accepting another religion. […] Magda Michielsen, and many others, it is also the 
discourse of Benno Barnard and Geert van Istendael, as atheists, they cannot get over it. I do 
understand it somehow on a personal level. It is indeed very emotional. But you have to, I 
think, transcend that. And that is what the discussion is about.
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Lea continues by arguing that atheists in Flanders need to confront and transform their anti-
clerical stance, and need to refocus on important humanist values and rights, such as freedom 
of religion and freedom of expression. She speaks against the fanaticism of secular 
protagonists in public debates, as well as of religious protagonists. Due to differences in 
positions of power, she regards especially the first as a destructive factor for imagining the 
multicultural society in progressive ways. She formulates the danger of freethinking 
fanaticism in the following words: 
 
We notice with discussions we have in VOK and with BOEH! that the main resistance is 
coming from the part of freethinkers. From atheists. Because with Catholics and in Christian 
circles you do also find it, but less, I think. And less fanatic. A real freethinking fanaticism is 
emerging, or is already present. And this freethinking fanaticism is, I think, the main enemy of 
multiculturality, unfortunately. And that is difficult, because I consider myself belonging to 
that. Not to fanaticism, but to freethinkers.
108
      
 
Lea regrets to see this evolution taking place within humanism in Flanders, as she identifies as 
a freethinker and atheist, but cannot identify with the points of view taken up by fellow 
                                                          
106 Ja, ja, ja! Ze hebben daar een kijk op vanuit een katholieke ervaring he, ja.  
107 Ja, maar dat is echt, dat wortelt in de geschiedenis van het katholicisme in België en de strijd die er hier in België 
gevoerd is tegen de overmacht van de katholieke kerk. Die wij in de hele twintigste eeuw uhm gekend hebben en 
bevochten hebben. En mensen van mijn generatie uhm Magda is van mijn generatie, uhm hebben die strijd gekend, 
meegemaakt, gevoerd. En hebben het heel, heel moeilijk met het accepteren van nou weer een andere religie. […] En van 
daaruit kan Magda [Michielsen] niet, en zoveel mensen, dat is ook de teneur van het discours van Benno Barnard en Geert 
van Istendael enzovoort he, als vrijzinnigen zij kunnen zich daar niet overheen zetten. Ik begrijp het wel een beetje, dat is 
heel persoonlijk he. Dat is inderdaad heel emotioneel. Ja, maar je moet dat, denk ik, kunnen overstijgen. En dat is de 
discussie. 
108
 Omdat we ook merken in heel die discussie die we samen voeren in het VOK en met BOEH! dat de grootste 
tegenkanting eigenlijk komt van vrijzinnigen. Dus van atheïsten, eigenlijk. Want [bij] katholieken en in christelijke milieus 
daar vind je het ook wel, maar minder, vind ik. En minder fanatiek. Er is werkelijk een vrijzinnig fanatisme aan het geboren 
of is allang aanwezig. En dat vrijzinnig fanatisme is, denk ik, de grootste vijand van de multiculturaliteit, jammer genoeg. En 
dat is moeilijk, want ik reken mijzelf daar ook bij. Niet bij het fanatisme, maar wel bij vrijzinnigen. 
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freethinkers and atheists in the debates about religious and cultural diversity and 
emancipation. 
This section demonstrated the current controversy among white freethinkers and 
atheists in Flanders about religion, secularism and emancipation. The controversy especially 
centres upon the (im)possibility of women’s emancipation within religious frameworks or on 
the basis of religious argumentations – in particular when they are Islamic. The following 
section looks at individual attitudes among VOK members regarding religion and women’s 
emancipation. I will show that attitudes towards religion, even if they were initially based 
upon anticlerical sentiments, do not necessarily remain the way they are. In fact, due to 
critique and the social positionings of Muslim women, VOK members rethought and changed 
their attitudes towards religion more generally. I will argue that the voices of feminists from 
minority groups, even if they are marginalised in several ways, can impact upon the 
perspectives and attitudes of white secular feminists.   
 
 
8.5. Individual Perspectives on Religion  
 
When it comes to personal attitudes towards religion, VOK members tend to take a distant 
attitude vis-à-vis religion. However, some of them questioned their own secular points of 
view on religion through contacts with and/or the claims of Muslim feminists. In this section, 
I analyse the ways in which VOK members talk about religion and through doing so construct 
their own secular viewpoints. I demonstrate that feminist secular points of view do not 
necessarily remain fixed, as some of their underlying assumptions may shift in contact with 
and through questioning by religious women.  
 During the interview conversation, VOK member Francine told me about the 
collective process the women’s organisation went through when rethinking feminism and 
emancipation in relation to cultural and religious diversity in Flemish society. She speaks 
about her own Catholic background and upbringing as a frame through which she perceived 
for a long time religious issues. As she initially did not realise that her outlook has a particular 
history and is situated in her experiences with Catholic education and tradition – and is far 
from a neutral perspective –, she did not question her denigrating and rejecting attitude 
towards religion and religious people. However, Francine’s attitude towards religion changed, 
which she explains as such: 
 
I think as VOK, we developed our point of view, but also as a person active within VOK, you 
bring a lot of that home. If you had interviewed me about religious issues in the ‘90s, I would 
have been a typical product of my upbringing – that is Catholic education, Catholic 
upbringing, Catholic family. And then I got tired of everything religious and I rejected it, I 
giggled about religious issues. Well, that is my personal trajectory. But then you start thinking 
about it and you see the precariousness and you see all that Islamophobia. […] And the more 
you pay attention to the place people give to religious issues in their lives, [the more you 
realise] that is so diverse. In fact, no one can claim that there are not at all naive elements in 
what we deem important. Look for example at Man Bijt Hond [program on public television 
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about the various lives and stories of all kinds op people throughout Flanders] (laughing) or 
whatever, that kind of.. yes, how should you call that, naive beliefs that people hold on to or 
superstition or things in which they invest, which look ridiculous from a distance, or very 
popular superstition issues, yes! Then you realise it also exists very much among average 
Flemish people. Everyone gives those things a place in their lives. So should we keep off all 
that? Those frameworks are really simplistic. So we should think much more nuanced about 
that. But these are issues that are initiated by the different visions within VOK.
109
 
 
Francine’s story shows that indeed, as Taylor (2007) argued, secularity functions in various 
social milieux in Europe as the unchallenged norm that does not need any explanation or 
justification. As a feminist, Francine’s anti-religious perspective may very well have been 
also the result of an awareness of past feminist struggles against authoritarian Catholicism – 
also carried forward by VOK. However, it is interesting to note that Francine’s secular 
perspective did not remain unchallenged. She became increasingly aware of a diversity of not-
so-secular options and the porous boundaries between religiosity and secularity, especially in 
people’s private lives. Francine’s attitude shifted and changed towards a more nuanced 
outlook due to discusions with other VOK members and invited researchers at VOK 
meetings, who brought reflections upon sexism and racism and stories and needs of Muslim 
women into the collective discussion about feminism, emancipation, cultural diversity and 
religion. At the same time, her use of the terminology to refer to popular beliefs among 
Flemish people, such as ‘naive’ and ‘superstition’, demonstrates that, while her attitude 
towards religion in general shifted and became more nuanced, her attitude is still somewhat 
denigrating. What underlies such argumentation is an implicit belief that non-believing, or at 
least a critical relationship vis-à-vis religious authorities and traditions, based on rationality 
and logical thinking, results in a closer grasp of the truth about reality in comparison to 
religious viewpoints. Such assumptions leave little space for acknowledging and deepening 
understanding of religious voices and modes of being that might not neatly fit with modern 
ideals of the autonomous and rational subject.    
 Another example of a shifting attitude vis-à-vis religion is present in the narrative of 
VOK member Liliane. She explains that also due to the discussions within VOK, she changed 
her opinion about the headscarf: 
 
At some moments in the discussion I tended towards one position, and I noticed that when I 
was confronted with other people with other reasonings, I thought yes, maybe they have a 
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 Ik denk als VOK heb je daar een visie ontwikkeling, maar ook als persoon die in dat VOK actief is, neem je daar heel veel 
mee van naar huis. Allee, had je mij geïnterviewd over religieuze zaken in de jaren ’90, dan was ik een heel typisch product 
van mijn opvoeding zijnde katholiek onderwijs, katholieke opvoeding, katholiek gezin. En dan een degout krijgen van alles 
wat religieus is en dus eigenlijk afwijzen, weerstanden, lacherig doen over religieuze dingen. Allee, dat is mijn persoonlijk 
traject. Maar dan begin je daarover na te denken en zie je die precarisering en zie je allee die islamofobie. En allee, dat is zo 
een splijtzwam en iedereen zit in zo een gesegregeerde levens en circuits, dat je denkt van dit kan eigenlijk niet. Je moet 
eigenlijk uhm.. En hoe meer dat je erop begint te letten, de plaats dat mensen geven aan religieuze zaken bijvoorbeeld in 
hun leven, dat is zo divers. Niemand kan eigenlijk beweren dat er geen naïeve elementen zijn in wat dat je belangrijk vindt 
als je ziet bijvoorbeeld als je naar Man Bijt Hond kijkt (lacht) of wat dan ook, het soort ja hoe noem je het, naïeve 
geloofspunten waarmee mensen rondlopen of bijgeloof of dingen allee waar dat ze in investeren die eigenlijk van op 
afstand gezien eigenlijk gewoon ronduit belachelijk zijn of gewoon heel volkse bijgeloof dingen ja! Dan zie je dat bij de 
gewone Vlamingen dat zo fel ook nog leeft. Dus iedereen geeft die dingen een plaats in zijn leven. En moet je dat allemaal 
gaan weren en dat is zo simplistisch die kaders dat je denkt van ja allee we moeten daar gewoon veel genuanceerder over 
nadenken. 
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point there. And to make that more clear was very informative for me. [And I was able] To 
take up afterwards a much more clear position. I noticed that I changed in the discussions I 
had with my immediate social environment, that I dared to pull the card and say no, [I am] 
against a ban on headscarves, in comparison with before the process of learning within VOK, 
because [after] I had more arguments that made sense.
110
  
 
Midden describes the ways in which white secular feminists in the Netherlands have similarly 
been challenged to rethink their secular viewpoints – especially (but not only) in relation to 
the lives and trajectories of Muslim women. These processes of rethinking, she shows, have 
various results and sometimes lead to an expression of solidarity with other kinds of 
feminisms and/or emancipatory trajectories, whereas at other times they lead to a 
strengthening of the normative secular point of view (Midden 2012: 226-230). Francine and 
Liliane questioned their own secular positionings in the face of religious diversity, class 
inequality, racism and Islamophobia. During this process, dominant notions of secularity as 
facilitating and religion as obstructing women’s emancipation (Jakobsen & Pellegrini 2008) 
were reflected upon and became more nuanced.  
 VOK member Marie spoke during our conversation about the conditions that made a 
collective change within VOK possible. She underscores the importance of contact and 
collaboration between VOK members and Muslim feminists in this process. Marie 
experienced the collective process towards formulating a stance vis-à-vis headscarf bans as 
not easy and self-evident due to diverging opinions and sentiments among VOK members 
regarding the relationship between emancipation and religion. However, she  feels that VOK 
provided its members with a safe space to discuss and exchange feminist and anti-racist 
views, which enabled the collective process of change. For Marie, religion and emancipation 
can be combined, which she sees evidenced in the existence of Flemish Christian women’s 
organisations. Although she acknowledges the possibility of emancipation within religion, she 
underscores the necessity of affirming universal human rights to enable this relationship. As 
she explains: 
 
Yes, I am vehemently anti-institute Church since a very young age. And that didn’t change. 
[…] When I joined VOK, my opinion [about the headscarf] was that it is up to the person to 
identify as religious and use visible signs that are important for him or her. But if they endorse 
universal human rights, then that is.. So in that sense, I didn’t change. Of course, when rights 
come into conflict with each other, that is difficult. The texts of Eva Brems [feminist professor 
at the Faculty of Law at Ghent University] about concrete conflicts [argue that] we need a 
pragmatic solution starting from the concrete case and try to reconcile that [conflicting rights]. 
[…] You see a whole civil society, a women’s cultural civil society, such as the Christian 
Working Class Women and the Christian Women Farmers. And you see a strong Christian 
inspiration, and you realise that emancipation for those women was always that trajectory, 
from that angle. I read those texts back then and saw that that is just another way. But for 
                                                          
110 Op het ene moment in de ene discussie neigde ik meer naar het ene standpunt, en ik merk dat als ik met andere 
mensen met andere redeneringen geconfronteerd word, dat ik dan toch dacht ik van ja nee, misschien zit er ook daar iets. 
En dat helder trekken was voor mijzelf ook bijzonder leerrijk. Om daarna wel een veel duidelijker positie in te kunnen 
nemen. Allee, ik merkte van mijzelf ook dat ik veranderd was in de debatten die ik had met mijn onmiddellijke omgeving, 
dat ik veel meer durfde de kaart te trekken van nee, tegen een verbod op de hoofddoek, dan voor dat interne leerproces, 
omdat ik meer argumenten had die steek hielden dan aan het begin. 
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them, they [Christian women’s organisations] were established in the 1920s, and in their texts 
up until the 1960s, [you see] an evolution in thinking. I saw that it is just another way. Yes, 
founded in the 1920s and then their texts of the 1960s, you see a whole evolution in their 
thinking. And when you read the texts of those women, you understand the process towards 
increased autonomy they went through.
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In Marie’s narrative, secular feminisms, as well as feminism inspired by religion and 
women’s movements within religious frameworks and communities, are several 
simultaneously existing options. However, Marie’s reference to the process of ‘increasing 
autonomy’ the Christian women’s organisations went through reflects her understanding of 
emancipation as build upon individual autonomy and self-determination. From this point of 
view, a Christian inspiration can be complementary to this process of emancipation, but is not 
regarded as potentially formulating other valuable frameworks for women’s self-realisation or 
agency. The above narratives show that among the VOK members, a secular viewpoint and a 
framework of Enlightenment principles remain the default options for constructing ways of 
thinking, argumentation and political agenda’s. 
 During the interview conversations, VOK members Klara and Lea explicitly identified 
with atheism. They were the ones who continuously spurred the debate within VOK about 
feminism and religious and cultural diversity, nothwithstanding the intitial reluctance and 
rejecting attitude of some other VOK members. The narrative of Klara was exceptional as she 
recounts the changes in her atheist perspective due to conversations and collaborations with 
religious activists, among them feminists. She claims that her feminist convictions were 
central to this change. Klara actively identifies as atheist, and as one with openness to 
speaking with and learning from religious women about religious issues, identification and 
belonging. Klara feels that a fiercely anti-clerical atheism has had its day. Moreover, a strong 
anti-clerical stance, she argues, is currently too often mobilised against the identities and 
practices of Muslims, and is therefore harmful and oppressive. For that reason, she strongly 
rejects feminist anti-religious sentiments and arguments. Klara explains that her atheism 
shifted and changed first through contacts with leftist and feminist Christians, and later 
through contacts with Muslim feminists:  
 
Yes, I had an atheist upbringing. And very anti-clerical, to which I am not opposed. I am still 
anti-clerical, against the Institute [Catholic Church], and so on. But I am not working on that, 
                                                          
111 Ik ben heel fel eigenlijk anti uhm instituut van de kerk geweest al van jongs af aan. En dat is niet veranderd. Het heeft 
mij niet.. ik heb nooit het idee gehad van ik ben.. tegen allee, het is die hoofddoek als een symbool van onderdrukking, in 
ieder geval dat ik daar uitgekomen omdat ik ten tijde van mijn vrouwenstudies aan het doen ben, dan was er de tekst van 
Susan Okin Moller. Uhm en dat behandelde heel sterk die tweespalt, emancipatie en religie of multiculturaliteit, en dan heb 
ik daar een taak rond geschreven. En ik merkte eigenlijk toen dat ik bij het VOK kwam dan was mijn standpunt daar rond 
ook al wel van het is uiteindelijk de persoon zelf om zich religieus te noemen en daarop uiterlijke kentekens die voor hem of 
haar belangrijk zijn. Maar ze onderschrijven universele mensenrechten, dan is dat voor mij allee.. Dus op dat vlak ben ik niet 
zo ver.. dat dat daarin veranderd geworden is. Natuurlijk wanneer dat rechten in conflict komen met elkaar dan is de 
moeilijkheid dan moet je daar.. Wel, de teksten van Eva Brems rond concrete conflicten dat je een pragmatische oplossing 
moet zoeken vanuit de concrete case en dat proberen te verzoenen. […] En je zit dan eigenlijk met een heel middenveld, 
een vrouwenmiddenveld vanuit de culturele beweging, KAV en KVLV, en dat je daarin dingen leest dat je heel sterk vanuit 
de christelijke inspiratie, maar je ziet dat emancipatie was voor die vrouwen vanuit die weg, vanuit die invalshoek. En van 
daaruit vond ik dat altijd.. ik heb dat toen gelezen en die teksten en zo gezien ook dat dat gewoon een andere manier is. 
Maar dat dat voor hen ja als je vanuit, opgericht in de jaren ’20 van de 20
ste
 eeuw, en dan de teksten doorheen naar de 
jaren ’60, dat daar zo’n evolutie in denken in zit. En dat je dat hoort ook als je de teksten leest van die vrouwen dat dat echt 
een heel proces van autonomisering is die zij doorgemaakt hebben. 
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because I find it not interesting. But I can say that because of my feminist engagement, my 
atheist identity is utterly unimportant. […] It [her atheism] changed entirely. While I have 
female friends who didn’t change at all. Feminism contributed a lot to that, well, my feminist 
activism contributed a lot, I think. Maybe also the extreme leftist.. but I think especially 
feminism. […] Yes, no, through thinking about feminist.. well, how should I put it, a feminist 
perspective and the notion of freedom and self-determination, but also equality and solidarity, 
through thinking about all that. And then I soon came in contact with leftist Christians and 
feminist Christians. So I suppose it is through a combination of my leftist and feminist stance. 
And then after May 1968, the 1960s – it is often assumed that way but it was not solely a 
secular movement and it was not solely the atheists against religion. There was also Vatican II 
and there is liberation theology. So with all those things.. I left that old-fashioned anti-
clericalism and that old-fashioned atheism behind. But I am still an atheist. However, that is 
not an all-determining thing that makes me unable to deal with believers.
112
 
 
Here, Klara represents her atheist standpoint as unfixed and open to change. Due to her 
contacts and collaborations with leftist and feminists Christians, she started to look in new 
ways at emancipatory struggles with a religious inspiration and within religious frameworks 
and communities. Acknowleding these struggles, she left what she calls ‘old-fashioned’ 
anticlericalist sentiments behind and became more open to the experiences and priorities of 
these progressive movements. At the same time, she insists that the common ground for 
conversations and collaborations with religious progressives lies in the Enlightenment 
principles of freedom, equality, self-determination and solidarity. She learned to differentiate 
between different kinds of religious subjectivities, but values especially those that are 
presented as individual relationships with God, and less those who are presented as self-
negating and uncritical obedience to religious authorities. While Klara values religious 
subjectivities that can be presented as autonomous subjects, at least vis-à-vis religious 
institutions, it is difficult for her to acknowledge and value elements of religious subjectivity 
that are about obedience or submission to religious prescripts or the will of God. The political 
implication seems to be that it is fruitful and mutually strengthening to build feminist 
solidarities and collaborations with individuals who predominantly present themselves as 
autonomous and self-determining religious subjects, and not so much with individuals who 
predominantly emphasise the will of God in constructing their perspectives and practices. In a 
way, she might value religious subjectivities that are not too similar to traditional Catholic 
                                                          
112 Ik zelf uhm ik zelf ben atheïstisch groot gebracht. En heel antiklerikaal, waar ik niet tegen ben he. Ik ben nog altijd 
antiklerikaal, tegen het instituut, enzovoort. Maar ik ga mij daar niet mee bezig houden, want ik vind dat oninteressant. 
Maar ik kan wel zeggen dat door mijn feministische engagement.. dat heel dat.. die atheïstische identiteit, zal ik nu maar 
efkes met tong in cheeck zeggen, volslagen onbelangrijk is. […] Die [atheisme] is helemaal veranderd. Terwijl ik zo 
vriendinnen heb die daar totaal niet in veranderd zijn. En misschien dragen wij dan toch allee.. uhm maar het feminisme 
heeft daar heel veel toe bij[gedragen] allee, mijn feministische activiteit heeft daar heel veel toe bijgedragen, denk ik. 
Misschien dat het ook wel mijn uiterst linkse.. maar ik denk meer het feminisme. […] Ja, nee, door over die feministische 
allee, door na te denken over, hoe moet ik dat zeggen, een feministische visie en het idee van vrijheid, zelfbeschikking 
uhm.. Ja, vrijheid, maar ook gelijkheid en solidariteit, van daarover na te denken uhm.. Dan ben ik heel snel ook in 
aanraking gekomen met uhm linkse christenen. En met feministische christenen. Dus het is toch wel mijn linkse en 
feministische opstelling samen. En dan hebt ge allee ja, de jaren [na] mei ’68 hebt ge.. ik bedoel, de jaren zestig, zijn niet 
alleen, het wordt heel dikwijls zo voorgesteld, [maar] zijn niet alleen uhm.. is niet alleen een seculiere beweging of zijn niet 
alleen de atheïsten of is niet tegen de godsdienst. Je hebt Vaticaan II gehad. Je hebt de bevrijdingstheologie. En met die 
dingen.. laat ge dat oubollige antiklerikalisme en dat oubollige atheïsme achter. Maar ik ben nog altijd atheïst. Maar dat is 
geen allesbepalend iets dat maakt dat ik niet met gelovige mensen kan omgaan. 
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subjectivities, and that are more closely aligned with liberal discourses emphasising 
independent thinking, autonomy, equality and self-determination. During our conversation, 
she pondered about Muslim female religiosities: 
 
Yes, no, because even, and that is a another kind of discussion, I don’t know if that is relevant 
here. I am even not bothered.. well, I wouldn’t do it myself, but I am not bothered by people, 
or in this case women, who.. how should I say that? I need to say that with respect. Who feel 
themselves to be in a relationship with God, even with a very abstract.. yes, for Muslims it is 
about a very abstract God, that is not God the Father who is busy punishing people. That is 
very abstract. I actually don’t mind. But you can hardly say that. So they decide themselves 
within a relationship with God.. because they decide themselves how this relationship with 
God looks like and how they position themselves in this world. So what is the problem? With 
an institute, that is different, of course. An institute imposes things on you. And I will always 
critique that. But someone who decides herself about her relationship to God and organises her 
life according to that, yes she ends up in a clash with other traditions or with certain imams, or 
whatever. But what is wrong with that? I think, that is someone who is thinking independently. 
With someone like that I can go a long road, or even the whole road. And we will see how it 
works out.
113
   
 
Comparing Muslim women’s subjectivities with (implicitly traditional) Catholic 
subjectivities, Klara feels that the former leaves more room for emancipatory thinking and 
practices than the latter. The comparison with institutional Catholicism, its religious prescripts 
and the religious gendered subjectivities they do (not) enable, is not made explicit. However, 
it is implicitly present in references to anti-clericalism, which is about struggles precisely 
against institutional Catholicism and its conservative social teachings regarding women’s 
identity and roles.     
In comparison to Klara, Lea expresses in her narrative less openness to listening to and 
learning about religious worldviews and experiences. While she recognises feminisms within 
religions, she doesn’t see any real merit of such movements as she finds it unnecessary to 
legitimate any claim for equal rights through a reference to the divine. At the same time, she 
argues that religious principles and human rights principles often overlap and can therefore be 
mutually supportive. In her narrative, the Biblical Ten Commandments are transformed into a 
language of universal human rights. She does not perceive religion and secularity as 
necessarily about different values or goals, but primarily as different starting points. Her 
explicit strategic argument is that no matter from which starting point people are coming, if 
                                                          
113 Ja, nee want zelfs, ja dat is een heel andere discussie, ik weet niet of dat hier [relevant is]. Ik heb zelfs geen moeite.. 
allee geen moeite, ik zou het zelf niet doen, maar ik heb geen moeite mensen of in dit geval met vrouwen die zich uhm.. 
hoe moet ik het zeggen? Ik moet dat in respect zeggen. Die zich in een relatie tot God voelen, zelfs tot een heel abstracte..  
ja, voor de moslims is het een heel abstracte god, het is ook niet god de vader die daar straffen zit uit te delen he. Dat is 
heel abstract. Ik heb daar eigenlijk geen moeite mee. Maar je kunt dat bijna niet zeggen he. Dus ze bepalen zelf in relatie tot 
god.. omdat ze zelf bepalen wat hun relatie is tot god en hoe ze in de wereld staan. Okay, wat is het probleem?  Met een 
instituut is dat iets anders natuurlijk he. Een instituut legt u dingen op. En daar zal ik altijd mijn kritiek blijven op hebben. 
Maar zo iemand die zelf haar relatie tot god bepaald en daar haar leven op, hoe moet ik zeggen, op organiseert, ja die komt 
ook in botsing met bepaalde andere stromingen of met bepaalde imams of weet ik veel. Maar wat is daar verkeerd mee? 
Dan denk ik ja, dat is een onafhankelijk denkend iemand. Daar kan ik een hele weg, of [zelfs] de hele weg mee gaan. Dat 
zullen we dan wel zien.  
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they have similar values or political goals, you can be feminist allies. Lea makes explicit that 
a secular perspective is the default option for VOK’s argumentation and agenda: 
 
For me, secularism means that you make societal choices, ideological and political choices, 
which do not have a religious basis. But that doesn’t mean that it is necessarily in opposition 
to it, on the contrary. I think that many political choices, societal choices, even if you do not 
base them on religion, they do not have to clash. Of course not. In Christian morality there are 
many highly valuable elements that are the same.. I am an atheist, but I agree with all of the 
Ten Commandments. Of course, they are human rights. They are general fundamental values. 
But of course, being secular means that you don’t use them or that you don’t refer to a divine 
being or divine order that decries that those are the right values. You may arrive at the same 
thing, but your starting point is something else. So for me, being secular is about humanist 
values, human rights. And I do not refer to some kind of religion or a divine principle. But that 
doesn’t need to clash with religion, I think. I think those values stand on their own, and if there 
are people who feel they have or want to legitimate that through [the idea] it is as such because 
God’s wants it. Fine, if I can agree with the second premise, than they may put that in God’s 
mouth. That’s fine for me. They should do as they please. […] Yes, VOK would never base its 
arguments and points of view on the idea of God or on a religious prescript, or something like 
that. In that sense, VOK is secular, we will not refer to that. Our standard is human rights. And 
you start from there building the struggle against discrimination, racism, and so on. And that is 
the importance of solidarity, that you don’t interpret this for yourself only, but that you 
interpret it for all of our kind. That is broadly speaking, it is about solidarity across borders, 
across generations, I find that also very important.
114
  
 
In the narratives of VOK members, the voices and claims of religious feminists are recognised 
when they are formulated in terms that concur with or adopt a human rights framework and 
Enlightenment principles. If not, VOK members will very likely not consider them to be 
emancipatory and potential allies in feminist struggles. But whereas Göle (2010) speaks of the 
sexual and colonising powers of secularism, as the narratives of VOK members attest, we can 
similarly to some degree speak of the sexual powers of the religious vis-à-vis secular 
viewpoints. Several VOK members found their secular perspectives questioned through the 
stories and claims of religious activists, notably Muslim women, emerging from an 
                                                          
114 Ja, voor mij is dat dat je maatschappij keuzes maakt, ideologische en politieke keuzes, die niet religieus gefundeerd zijn. 
Maar dat wil niet zeggen dat die daar noodzakelijkerwijze mee in tegenspraak zijn, integendeel. Ik denk dat heel veel 
politieke keuzes, maatschappelijke keuzes, zelfs al fundeer je die niet op religie, daar niet mee botsen. Uiteraard niet. De 
christelijke moraal daar zijn heel wat heel waardevolle elementen in die trouwens dezelfde zijn.. ik ben atheïst maar de tien 
geboden ja ik denk dat ik in alle tien kan inkomen he. Natuurlijk, dat zijn mensenrechten. Dat zijn algemene fundamentele 
waarden. Maar natuurlijk, seculier betekent dat je ze niet gebruikt of dat je niet refereert aan een godheid of een 
goddelijke orde die decreteert dat dat de juiste waarden zijn. Je komt misschien op hetzelfde uit, maar je vertrekt van 
ergens anders. Dus voor mij is seculier zijn ja toch wel die humanistische waarden, de mensenrechten. En waarbij ik niet 
refereer naar een of andere religie of een of andere godheid of een of ander goddelijk principe. Maar dat hoeft niet te 
botsen met religie, denk ik. Ik denk dat die waarden daar staan en dat mensen die uhm vinden dat ze die waarden moeten 
funderen of willen funderen op [het idee dat] het is zo omdat God het zo wil. Bon, als ik met de tweede premisse kan 
akkoord gaan, dan mogen ze dat van mij in Gods mond leggen. Mij best he. Dat moeten ze dan maar doen. […] Ja, het VOK 
zou dus nooit standpunten of visies baseren op een godsidee of op een uhm refereren aan een religieus voorschrift of zo 
he. In die zin is het VOK ook seculier, dat we daar niet naar zullen refereren he. Voor ons is de standaard de 
mensenrechten. En dan van daar vertrek je met de invulling van de strijd tegen discriminatie, tegen racisme, tegen 
enzovoort. En dat is ook het belang van die solidariteit, dat je dat natuurlijk niet alleen voor jezelf invult, maar dat je dat 
invult voor alle soortgenoten he. En soortgenoten heel breed gezien. En dat is dan solidariteit over de grenzen heen, over 
de generaties heen, dat vind ik ook heel belangrijk.  
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increasingly culturally and religiously divers and inequal society. As the secular viewpoints of 
VOK members are shared by many movements who are similarly part of a secular or even 
anti-religious leftist Flemish landscape, for them, secularity remained invisible for a long 
time. However, some VOK members became aware of the situatedness of their standpoint and 
recognise and value (particular kinds of) religious feminisms as emancipatory for women with 
backgrounds different from their own.         
 
 
8.6. Conclusion  
 
In this case study, I analysed the ways in which the perspectives and practices of VOK 
construct understandings of religion, the secular and feminism. I dinstinguished three areas in 
which these constructions take place. First, I focused on the area of rethinking feminism 
through the issue of cultural and religious diversity as well as involvement in the headscarf 
debates. Second, I investigated storytelling about recent histories of feminism and women’s 
emancipation in Flanders. Finally, I investigated individual attitudes among VOK members 
towards religion.  
 The first area of investigation was the rethinking of feminism in the face of increasing 
cultural and religious diversity in Flanders. I argued that VOK throughout the process of 
rethinking and involvement in the headscarf debates developed a critical and affirmative 
attitude towards religious-cultural diversity and relationships with Muslim feminists. At the 
same time, VOK continues to emphasise a shared framework of universal principles and 
values, but also posits that universal values only receive meaning through various local 
practices. In this way, universal values and diversity are not put in an oppositional 
relationship. I argued that the brochure A Feminist Perspective on Multiculturality meant a 
starting point for a new feminist activism that includes female religious identity in an anti-
racist agenda and that builds upon collaborations with Muslim feminists. As such, VOK 
contributed to giving public space to new perspectives on women’s emancipation through and 
within religion. I suggested that in constructing a new feminist practice regarding women’s 
religious identities, VOK had to deal with its own history of and attachments to feminist anti-
clerical struggles. The narratives of VOK members show that they question privileges in 
terms of ethnicity and religion, but do not feel the need to reflect into depth upon VOK’s 
secular point of view. This is the case precisely because VOK collaborates with Muslim 
women through the principles and language of the Enlightenment tradition. This means that 
the voices and claims of Muslim women are expressed in terminology that fits the feminist 
reclaiming of Enlightenment principles. I concluded that while the boundaries of antiracist 
feminist epistemologies can be extended to include the claims of religious women, their 
voices and modes of being do not have an impact upon the core message and arrangement of 
the feminist antiracist agenda, and do not disrupt its secular understandings of women’s 
emancipation and corresponding activism.  
 In the second section, I focused upon storytellings about recent histories of feminism 
and women’s emancipation in Flanders and showed how VOK members reinforce, interrupt 
and criticise what they encounter as common storytelling about secularisation and 
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emancipation as conflict with religion through pointing at the women’s organisation’s recent 
past. These struggles over storytelling and about related interpretations for current 
understandings about women’s emancipation, religion and secularism are expressed in 
particular as a heated controversy among white humanist and atheist thinkers and activists in 
Flanders. On the one hand, VOK used to be and remains an anti-clerical women’s 
organisation, however, on the other hand, VOK members rewrite common storytellings about 
feminism’s recent past by speaking about the histories and contributions of Christian 
feminists. They ask for acknowledging and valuing the work of Christian feminists 
internationally, nationally and as part of the history of VOK. The strategy of VOK members is 
to propose what is according to their own experience correct knowledge and understandings 
of the recent past that doesn’t make progressive Christians disappear from the scene. They 
consequently argue for more incluse ways of thinking about women’s emancipation in the 
current multicultural society, and for a transformation in progressive and feminist attitudes 
towards Muslim women. In the interview conversations, Klara was the only one who analysed 
the public debates about religion, emancipation and state neutrality and those she experienced 
among humanists and atheists as based upon two types of forgetting. Not only the history of 
Christian feminisms is today often forgotten, also the specific historical Belgian arrangement 
of the separation of Church and state in terms of the state’s active support of various religious 
and nonconfessional worldview communities is sidelined. I suggested that this double 
historical amnesia functions towards increasing the dominant understanding of secularism in 
terms of the French ideology and history of laïcité. The consequence lies in the representation 
of Muslim minorities and activists as doubly outsiders of the history of modernity, 
emancipation and progress.    
 The third section of this chapter investigated the individual attitudes among VOK 
members towards religion. I showed that VOK members rethought and changed their attitudes 
towards religion and women’s emancipation due to contacts with and claims of Muslim 
women. Some VOK members questioned and (re)constructed their secular viewpoints 
towards more nuanced positionings vis-à-vis religion. However, a secular viewpoint and a 
framework of Enlightenment principles remain the default option among VOK members for 
constructing ways of thinking and political engagements and activism. I argued that the voices 
of women belonging to religious minorities, even if they are marginalised, can impact upon 
the visions and attitudes of white secular feminists. In that sense, we can to some degree 
speak of the sexual and interpellative powers of women’s religious subjectivities vis-à-vis 
women’s secular perspectives. I demonstrated that VOK members acknowledge and open up 
to the voices and claims of religious feminists on the condition that they are formulated in 
terms that concur with or assimilate to a human rights framework and Enlightenment 
principles. If not, religious women are very likely not considered potential allies in feminist 
struggles. Some VOK members increasingly value (particular kinds of) religious feminisms as 
emancipatory for women with backgrounds different from their own.  
 The case study of VOK shows that its feminist perspectives and practices construct 
certain understandings of religion, the secular and feminism. VOK perceives the relationship 
between religion (in this case, first of all Islam, but also Christianity) and women’s 
emancipation within the framework of human rights and through Enlightenment principles. 
VOK constructs these understandings through various but interrelated areas, such as its 
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involvement in debates about cultural diversity, religion and women’s emancipation, its 
involvement in the struggle against headscarf bans, and its critique of and interruptions in 
dominant storytelling about the recent past of the women’s movement. VOK reinforces but 
critically redefines the categories of religion and the secular by arguing for a nuanced point of 
view on the issue of religion and women’s emancipation, and by opening up secular 
Enlightenment principles for culturally and religiously diverse interpretations. VOK 
reconstructed its own secularity in the face of the needs of women cultural-religious 
minorities and the perspectives of Muslim women and connects a secular humanist language, 
with a focus on concepts such as freedom, self-determination and autonomy, to an antiracist 
agenda and the claims of Muslim feminists. At the personal level, VOK activists reconsidered 
to some degree their attitude towards religion and arrived at a more nuanced rendering of its 
possibilities for women’s emancipation. The analysis of this case study challenges feminist 
research to further open up and rethink, for example, the facilitating and obstructing role of 
humanism for women’s emancipation, diversity within humanism and atheism regarding 
emancipatory visions and practices and their (non)cross-fertilisations with Marxist thinking 
about religion, and the in- and exclusions of certain storytellings and modes of forgetting 
about the recent past of the women’s movements and their effects for current understandings 
about women’s emancipation in a multicultural society. 
 Having presented the third of five case studies, the following chapter provides the 
third case study of this dissertation. In chapter 9 I focus upon ella – a women’s organisation 
established by women belonging to ethnic minorities in Flanders. I will analyse the ways in 
which ella constructs understandings of religion, the secular and women’s emancipation.  
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Chapter 9. Challenging Understandings of Religion as a Problem for 
Emancipation – ella  
 
 
9.1. Introduction  
 
This chapter presents the fourth case study of this dissertation. It focuses on ella, knowledge 
centre gender and ethnicity. It analyses how perspectives and practices of ella construct 
understandings of religion and the secular, through investigating topics related to religion, the 
secular, feminism and the emancipation of women and LGB’s. The specific topics of analysis 
are the construction of a feminist and antiracist agenda with implicit connections to Black 
feminist readings of religion, the organisation’s support of progressive religious 
understandings on gender and sexual diversity, and individual narratives on religious and non-
religious positionings. The second topic of ella’s support of progressive religious 
understandings is divided into three subtopics: religion and sexuality; religion, gender and 
Islamic feminism; and bridging divides between religious and secular feminist perspectives. 
The third topic, individual religious and non-religious positionings, is divided according to the 
labels I used to distinguish various identities and positionings: secular Muslims, Muslim 
spirituality, non-religion and cultural religion. This case study demonstrates that ella’s 
perspectives and practices challenge current local understandings about religion and the 
emancipation of women and LGB’s.   
 The data for this case study was collected through qualitative research conducted from 
the end of 2012 until summer 2013. The main body is comprised of in-depth interviews, 
conducted between December 2012 and April 2013 with two ella board members, two ella 
staff members, two ella project employees and two ella volunteers. The body of data also 
includes written material, such as opinion articles by ella members, ella brochures and the ella 
website. Regarding ella, I shift position as in/outsider. Before the period of gathering research 
material, in December 2011, one year after I moved to Belgium, I became a member of the 
ella volunteer section. At the time, I did not know I would one year later decide to make a 
case study of ella. This move from being an ella volunteer to researching ella provoked 
questioning from the part of the ella board members, who felt that it needed some explanation 
in terms of what I would consider to be research material as well as in terms of accountability. 
I explained I would not use non-published materials and informal conversations as 
information for research, but only the in-depth interviews as well as freely available literature. 
Proceeding as I explained, I was able to continue both the case study and my volunteer 
engagements. I acknowledge that through volunteering for ella and attending ella meetings, I 
developed a better understanding about the issues ella members told me about during the 
interview conversations. In that way, similar to the case study of VOK, being an ella 
volunteer does have some impact upon the analysis of the data.  
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 As I became familiar with ella especially since the end of 2011, I became increasingly 
convinced of ella being a challenging next starting point for researching religion, the secular, 
feminism and women’s emancipation. Given that this organisation starts from the experiences 
and perspectives of ethnic minority women in Flanders, I expected that a case study on ella 
would bring in even more narratives about the relevance of combining antiracist and feminist 
agendas. And given the presence of various ethnic and religious backgrounds – for example, 
the ella members I interviewed are white women and ethnic minority women of various 
migratory backgrounds (Turkish, Moroccan, Pakistani and white-Senegalese) and position 
themselves in terms of a Catholic or Islamic background – I wondered whether and how 
ethnic and religious diversity is dealt with in ella’s perspectives and practices. I contacted ella 
members engaged with the organisation at different levels and with various ethnic and 
religious backgrounds for in-depth interviews. In this way, I started conducting the fourth case 
study of this dissertation. 
 The chapter opens with a short introduction to the history of ella (9.2). The following 
section (9.3) investigates ella’s construction of a feminist and anti-racist agenda (9.3.1) and 
the ways in which this agenda creates implicit connections to U.S. Black feminist readings of 
religion (9.3.2). Section 9.4 examines how ella supports progressive religious understandings 
of gender and sexual diversity. Subsection 9.4.1 focuses on ella’s recent discussion in its 
project ‘A Right to Love’ about religion and sexual diversity, 9.4.2 shifts attention to ella’s 
inclusion of religion and Islamic feminism in some of its projects, and 9.4.3 analyses the way 
in which ella bridges divides between religious and secular feminist perspectives. Finally, 
section 9.4 examines individual positionings in terms of secularity, spirituality and non-
religion. The chapter concludes with section 9.5 that comprises a short summary of the main 
arguments and findings.    
 
 
9.2. History of ella: A Feminist and Antiracist Movement of Ethnic Minority 
Women  
 
ella is a non-profit organisation with a head office situated in Brussels, catering to the Dutch-
speaking community in Belgium. It is run by both staff and volunteers, and currently draws on 
funding by the Flemish Ministry of Equal Opportunities for basic infrastructure, 
administration and limited numbers of paid staff. Until the end of 2013, ella was also partially 
subsidised by the Ministry of Youth Affairs. Similar to other NGO’s in the Flemish civil 
society, such as Motief and VOK, it regularly applies, and sometimes succeeds in securing 
competitive funding for various projects and events (Flanders, Brussels or Belgian 
government funds). In recent years the organisation expanded to approximately eight staff 
members due to successful grant applications on gender and ethnicity issues. At the moment 
of conducting in-depth interviews, ella was run by eight staff members, paid for by the 
Ministry of Equal Opportunities and the Ministry of Youth Affairs. However, at the moment 
of writing, ella is not funded anymore by the Ministry of Youth Affairs due to cuts in its 
budget and its restructuring of demands vis-à-vis civil society organisations working with 
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youth. As last year’s projects were ended and new grant applications were unsuccessful, in 
2014, ella is run by approximately four staff members. 
ella was founded in the year 1999 by women belonging to ethnic minorities (especially 
of Turkish and Moroccan migratory backgrounds) as an organisation committed to the 
emancipation of ethnic minority women. At the time, it was called Steunpunt voor Allochtone 
Meisjes en Vrouwen (Support Organization for Allochtonous Girls and Women – SAMV). 
SAMV was established following up the migrant women Forum that was held in 1998 at the 
initiative of the then Minister of Equal Opportunities, Brigitte Grouwels. This forum resulted 
in a number of proposals for equal opportunities policy-making regarding women of ethnic 
minorities. Action research was conducted on the situation and needs of migrant women’s 
organisations in Flanders, who were considered important vehicles for the potential 
emancipation and social participation of women and girls of ethnic minorities (Coene & 
Longman 2004: 130). At the moment of this action research, Flemish equal opportunities 
policy-makers were only familiar with white women’s organisations and focused in particular 
upon the target groups of lesbians, gays and bisexuals (LGB’s – in Flanders often called 
holebi), women, and disabled persons. The research revealed that as minority policies took the 
experiences of male ethnic minority members as their starting point, and both equal 
opportunities policies and the women’s movement modeled their policies and claims 
according to the needs of white women, the specific experiences of ethnic minority women 
and girls were not considered and this group of women did not receive the specific support it 
needed. The establishment of SAMV and its embeddedness within equal opportunities policy 
was meant to change this situation. Since 8 March 2002, the Flemish Minister of Equal 
Opportunities considers SAMV as its official partner in devising and conducting policy 
regarding ethnic minority women (S’Jegers 2005: 82).  
The ella website writes that since the year 2000 up until today, the mission of SAMV 
evolved. The organisation does not consider the direct support of particular social groups as 
its core task anymore. Instead, it increasingly develops knowledge derived from the 
experiences of ethnic minority women and girls, and conveys this knowledge to counselors 
working with ethnic minorities as well as ethnic minority women, and aims at increasing the 
awareness of the society at large regarding the issues and various forms of inequality ethnic 
minority women face in Flanders.
115
 In 2010, the organisation transformed to becoming ella – 
expertise centre in gender and ethnicity.
116
 The name ella derives from the first name of 
Isabella Sojourner Truth, who became famous through her speech ‘Ain’t I a Woman?’ uttered 
in 1851 at a U.S. abolitionalist Women’s Convention, and who is today canonised as one of 
the founders of U.S. Black feminist antiracist thinking and as one of the first who pointed at 
race, gender and class as interlocking systems of oppression (e.g. Collins 1990, Guy-Sheftall 
1995, King 1988). On its website, ella puts forward Sojourner Truth as “the first Black 
feminist”.117 ella is deliberately written in lowercase letters after the example of bell hooks, a 
well known U.S. Black feminist, who also insists on writing her name in lowercase letters.
118
   
                                                          
115 http://www.ellavzw.be/over-ella/ella-in-het-kort/, last accessed at 16 May 2014  
116
 http://www.ellavzw.be/over-ella/, last accessed at 16 May 2014 
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 http://www.ellavzw.be/over-ella/ella-in-het-kort/, last accessed at 16 May 2014 
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 http://www.ellavzw.be/over-ella/ella-in-het-kort/, last accessed at 16 May 2014 
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The expertise centre aims at facilitating a greater awareness of various forms of 
inequality (such as based on gender and ethnicity) and offering alternative ideas on the 
structuring of society as well as on emancipation. ella puts intersectional thinking (Wekker & 
Lutz 2001) central on the agenda of debates within the women’s movement and ethnic 
minority movements. It questions both white feminists and antiracist movements in Flanders 
for their lack of awareness about the particular issues and difficulties ethnic minority women 
deal with and their subsequent specific needs and claims. ella combined feminism and 
antiracism from the start, and therefore plays a vanguard role within the Flemish field of 
feminism and antiracism. ella introduces itself on its website as such: 
 
Finally, ella is exploring and constructing its role as a knowledge centre. Today, more than 
ever, a need exists for solid and applicable knowledge about gender and ethnicity in Flanders. 
ella has years of experience in the development and application of knowledge, methods and 
education, and in maintaining contacts with its target groups. It has committed staff and 
volunteers, who are academically educated and/or experienced in gender and ethnicity. This 
combination makes ella a unique centre of expertise regarding the development and 
application of knowledge. ella continues to play a crucial role in a society and world in which 
inequality, discrimination and oppression on the basis of gender and ethnicity do not seem to 
be dissapearing soon (http://www.ellavzw.be/over-ella/, translation mine).   
 
ella criticises structural inequalities that oppress ethnic minority women through activities 
including research-based development of educational material, publications, articles and 
teaching manuals, organising lectures and conferences, providing information to counselors 
and non-governmental organisations, and offering workshops to women, youth and 
professionals on topics related to gender and ethnicity. ella opines in the media and organises 
and contributes to activities in collaboration with other NGO’s throughout the year. Similar to 
Motief, VOK and BOEH!, ella can be situated as part of a larger politically leftist movement 
of non-profit organisations and autonomous groups where it finds its allies and builds 
collaborations. Some of ella’s recent publications include: information brochures on mixed 
relationships (Arikoglu 2012); on discussing non-heterosexuality within ethnic minority 
groups (Aftab et all 2013); on honor-related violence (Jabloune, Maruf & Scheepers 2013); 
and on racism, sexism and women’s empowerment (Maruf & Longman 2013). ella recently 
launched a website in Dutch, French, Turkish and Arabic language with information on 
marriage migration and the stories of people who migrated for love.
119
 It also recently 
organised theater plays on honor-related violence. On all aforementioned topics, ella set up 
seminars to inform and discuss with professionals and counselors in the fields of policy-
making and support for ethnic minority women. Sometimes, ella staff members travel abroad 
(particularly to Turkey and Morocco) to meet women’s organisations there and exchange 
views and methods, in order to learn and to translate new insights where possible to its own 
work in Flanders. For example, for the project on marriage migration, two ella staff members 
travelled in 2012 to Turkey and Morocco to learn about the views of Turkish and Moroccan 
women regarding migrating to Europe for marriage. Today, as Flemish society and the 
category of ethnic-cultural minorities becomes increasingly diverse, ella tries to broaden its 
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intitial focus on Moroccan and Turkish women and girls towards the empowerment of women 
and girls, but also men and boys, of various migratory backgrounds.
120
 An example of this 
attempt is ella’s brochure on Latina women in Flanders (Jaramillo, Ramirez & Ceballos 
2005), which aims at informing and raising awareness of women from Latin-American 
countries who migrated to Belgium about their rights and possibilities.
121
 
Both the staff members and the volunteer basis of ella are varied regarding the social, 
ethnic and religious backgrounds of their members. In contrast to BOEH! and VOK, ella less 
explicitly and less often identifies as feminist, but foremost identifies as an organisation 
committed to the emancipation and social participation of ethnic minority women and girls. 
Nevertheless, depending on the project or context, in recent years ella is employing the notion 
of feminism more and more in its public discourse.  
 
 
9.3. Constructing A Feminist and Antiracist Agenda 
 
In this section, I look at how ella constructs its feminist and antiracist agenda and the sources 
it uses to do so. I particularly explore where and how religion is afforded a place in ella’s 
antiracist and feminist agenda and frameworks. I demonstrate that while feminism and 
antiracism are the most important frameworks through which ella supports the emancipation 
of ethnic minority women and critiques multiple oppressions, implicit links to religion can be 
revealed through looking at the connection to U.S. Black feminism. The first subsection 
(9.3.1) offers an exploration of ella’s construction of a feminist and antiracist agenda. In the 
next subsection (9.3.2), I investigate more into depth the ways in which the movement’s new 
name implicitly connects to U.S. Black feminist readings of religion.  
 
 
9.3.1. A Feminist and Antiracist Agenda  
 
Since its establishment, ella critically intervenes in public and feminist debates when it comes 
to discussing emancipation in the multicultural society. ella takes up an exceptional position 
as it critiques both the movements of ethnic-cultural minorities for not taking gender 
sufficiently into account in their anti-racist discourses and practices, as well as mainstream 
white women’s organisations for not paying enough attention to ethnicity in their feminist 
thinking and practices. As Sara S’Jegers writes, ella questions white women’s organisations 
(notably the umbrella organisation Dutch-speaking Women’s Council – Nederlandstalige 
Vrouwenraad, NVR) to pay attention to ethnicity and differences among women, and 
simultaneously demands from ethnic minority organisations (notably the umbrella 
organisation Ethnic Minorities Forum – Minderhedenforum) to start taking into account 
differences between ethnic minority women and men (2005: 85).   
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Thinking about and working on the emancipation of women and girls of ethnic 
minorities, ella departs from antiracist and feminist critique simultaneously and positions 
itself as an organisation active at the intersection of gender and ethnicity. ella critiques the 
invisibility of ethnic minority women and girls in minority and equal opportunities policy-
making and feminist and antiracist claims that result in the disempowerment of and political 
dilemma’s for this particular group of women and girls. The U.S. Black American lawyer 
Kimberle Crenshaw (Crenshaw 1991, Cho, Crenshaw & McCall 2013) captured this as the 
problem of political intersectionality, or in other words, the problem of politics based 
exclusively on the struggle against either the subordination of women or the oppression of 
ethnic minorities: 
 
The failure of feminism to interrogate race means that the resistance strategies of feminism 
will often replicate and reinforce the subordination of people of color, and the failure of 
antiracism to interrogate patriarchy means that antiracism will frequently reproduce the 
subordination of women. This mutual elisions present a particularly difficult political dilemma 
for women of color. Adopting either analysis constitutes a denial of a fundamental dimension 
of our subordination and precludes the development of a political discourse that more fully 
empowers women of color (1991: 1252).   
 
ella underlines the importance of what in international academic literature is called 
‘intersectional thinking’ (Crenshaw 1989, Yuval-Davis 2006, Brah & Phoenix 2013). This 
concept, originally coined by Kimberle Crenshaw (1989), was introduced in the Dutch 
language and academic context as ‘kruispuntdenken’ by Gloria Wekker and Helma Lutz 
(2001) to account for the complexities of the impact of racism and sexism in the lives of 
ethnic minority girls. Wekker and Lutz describe the point of departure of intersectional 
thinking as such:  
 
…the idea that gender and ethnicity (and those other factors by which we are assigned a social 
position) are interdependent, interwoven systems of ideas and practices with regard to 
differences between people. In other words, gender, ethnicity and class always come into 
being simultenously and in relation to each other (2001: 17).  
 
It is precisely ella’s emphasis on intersectional thinking and its antiracist and feminist critique 
and emancipatory work that is highly valued by its volunteers. Some interviewees told me 
they felt drawn to ella precisely because of this conceptual framework that acknowledges the 
importance of various struggles at the same time, which can not be disconnected.
122
 For 
example, Lamia explains what drew her to ella in the following words: 
 
Because of ella, I got to know about the term [intersectionality]. In its very political and social 
translation. So it was nice to see and it was an eye-opener for me [to see] that it works and it 
exists and how it functions. Also, the discussion about the headscarf, and the way in which 
SAMV already early on and as the only one positioned itself very clearly. While VOK was 
still searching and needed to be convinced, SAMV has always been very consistent. And I 
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found it admiring how an organisation.. because I found myself entirely within that logic, I 
was reading a lot about third wave feminism, Islamic feminism, and the conflicts between 
white liberal feminists and women of colour. Yes, I saw that entirely embodied by ella. And I 
was impressed. Because it was established as a grassroot movement. So yes, I found that 
attractive about SAMV. So yes, indeed, [what interested me most were] intersectional 
thinking, a kind of third wave feminism, a positioning vis-a-vis white feminist discourse, the 
issue of the headscarf. I think all those themes that are situated at the intersection of gender 
and the racist issue.
123
    
 
In December 2013, ella organised a seminar on intersectional thinking and invited Gloria 
Wekker as the keynote speaker, which attests to the centrality of the author’s thinking and 
writing for ella’s formulations of intersectionality.124 ella experiences that the double struggle 
of women and girls of ethnic minority communities at times causes conflicting loyalties.  
Criticising inequality from within ethnic minorities is not always welcomed by members of 
the own community as it may have contradictory outcomes when narratives of inequality and 
oppression are used by white politicians or feminists in racist discourses about the supposed 
backwardness of ethnic minorities.
125
 According to ella, supporting the emancipation of ethnic 
minority women and girls involves working on two fronts simultaneously – internal and 
external. Internal emancipation is conceptualised as taking place within and vis-à-vis the own 
family and ethnic-cultural community, while external emancipation refers to emancipation 
vis-à-vis the secular ethnic majority population (S’Jegers 2005: 84). In an interview, Judith 
Perneel, former SAMV coordinator, explains the organisation’s understanding of 
emancipation as such:   
 
Among allochtonous [ethnic minority] women you find two crucial types of emancipation: 
internal and external emancipation. Internal emancipation refers to women’s emancipation 
within the allochtonous community or minority group, while external emancipation refers to 
the woman’s minority position vis-à-vis the majority or the dominant society. Throughout our 
conversations, courses and education, we notice that at certain moments one type of 
emancipation can be more important than the other, but that both are always prominently 
present in the lives of allochtonous women and it faces them with difficult choices. External 
emancipation is about the relationship between allochtones and autochtones. Aspects that play 
a role in this relationship are racism and discrimination in the area’s of education and 
employment. Both women and men of the allochtonous community face this, and together 
they search for viewpoints and solutions, and there is often solidarity. But beside this, there are 
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a number of aspects within that community that often rely on tradition and culture and that can 
deprive a woman of her freedom of choice. Social pressure is an important part of that. So-
called hot-topics, which are often discussed in the debates on feminism and multiculturalism, 
such as forced marriage, hymen repair, circumcision, and so on, can also be part of it. This can 
be experienced as negative or oppressive by women within the community. At this level, they, 
as women, may initiate an emancipatory process through which they rebel against men. This 
leads to conflicts in loyalty, because women are often addressed regarding their Moroccan or 
Turkish identity, in the sense of “you already have to contend with racism and discrimination, 
and when you speak about that an even more negative image of the allochtonous community 
could arise”. So a continous tension exists for allochtonous women between on the one hand, 
remaining loyal to the community and, on the other hand, the desire to raise certain issues 
within that community or fight against them (Perneel in: Coene & Longman 2004: 130-131, 
translation mine).       
 
In the experience of ella, the path towards emancipation of ethnic minority women is specific 
because of their situatedness in terms of ethnicity and gender as well as cultural-religious 
backgrounds that often divert from those of white women (S’Jegers 2005: 85). ella aims at 
stimulating the discussion within ethnic minority communities about internal inequalities and 
critically addresses challenging topics such as violence, mixed relationships, marriage 
migration and sexual orientation. It also aims to draw from women’s cultural and religious 
backgrounds to find possibilities for positive self-images and emancipation that are geared 
towards women’s own needs and ambitions. On its website, ella describes its feminist and 
antiracist mission and the sources from which it draws inspiration:   
 
ella wants to question the constructions of gender and ethnicity. ella wants to deconstruct the 
gap between men and women. ella critiques the fact that femininity is constructed as the 
mirror image of masculinity, that allochtony comes into being as the mirror image of 
autochtony. You become an allochton only through the disapproving gaze of the other, you 
become a woman in the eyes of a man. ella wants to question the exclusiveness of identity 
constructions. ella wants more space for self-determination and diversity. ella wants to break 
through black-and-white thinking, through the us-versus-them discourse. So, ella stands for an 
antiracist feminism and for an anti-sexist emancipation of ethnic minorities. ella stands for 
equal rights for men and women, for allochtons and autochtons.  
 ella fights against racism, sexism and combinations of them. 
 ella should be written in lowercase letters. Just like bell hooks, an important black 
feminist. 
 ella stands for emancipation at the intersection of gender and ethnicity. 
 ella offers expertise on intersections. 
 ella searches for dialogue with boys and men. 
 ella unites girls and women coming from all ethnic minorities. 
 ella doesn’t want to complain, but also wants to act. 
 ella informs, raises awareness, participates and emancipates. 
 ella strives for an inclusive and intercultural society.  
(http://www.ellavzw.be/over-ella/ella-in-het-kort/, translation mine, emphasis original)      
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As an antiracist and feminist organisation, ella does not want to define emancipation in a 
narrow manner. Instead, it aims at starting from the lives of ethnic minority women, and sees 
emancipation taking place predominantly through empowering women to make their own 
informed choices. Several interviewees preferred the term emancipation over feminism, as the 
first can be more easily understood in a subjective way, while the second has normative 
connotations, and is often associated with the emancipation of white middle class women.
126
 
Others insisted on the importance of combining emancipatory work with a feminist 
perspective and message that envisions the world in a more equal way.
127
 Some also 
emphasised the necessity of reaching the white majority population with ella’s anti-racist and 
anti-sexist message.
128
  
 
 
9.3.2. Connecting to U.S. Black Feminist Readings of Religion 
 
Although ella does not focus primarily on religion as a field of oppression, negotiation or 
emancipation, religion is included in ella’s antiracist agenda in several ways. First, ella 
regards religion as one of the axes of identity and social positioning that should be taken into 
account in intersectional perspectives. This means that religion is seen as an important part of 
the identity of social groups and individuals, but also as a means through which groups and 
individuals become seen and positioned in society by others. This implies that the way in 
which an individual constructs her religiosity may not overlap with the assumptions others 
make regarding her religious faith, practice or background. Several of ella’s recent brochures 
mention religion as an important aspect within an intersectional framework.
129
 For example, 
the brochure ‘Honour Related Violence’ aims at informing professional counselors in a 
nuanced way about the complex theme of honour related violence, in order to help them to 
support and strengthen victims of honour related violence (Jabloune, Maruf & Scheepers 
2013: 5). The brochure dedicates one section of the first chapter to explaining an 
intersectional perspective. Religion is considered one of the axes of differences taken into 
account by intersectional thinking:  
 
Intersectional thinking provides ways to legitimise the experiences of women who are 
marginalised and made invisible within the dominant cultural discourse about violence in the 
sphere of the family. It offers women of diverse ‘racial’ and ethnic origins, socio-economic 
class, religious beliefs, sexual orientation, migration background and ability a voice (Jabloune, 
Maruf & Scheepers 2013: 17, translation mine). 
 
Second, religious values are included implicitly in the struggle against oppression through the 
organisation’s new name, ella, which is derived from the first name of the U.S. Black woman 
slave Isabella Sojourner Truth. Sojourner Truth was an anti-slavery and women’s rights 
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advocate, who in 1851 addressed the Ohio Women’s Rights Convention with a speech that 
has become famous under the title ‘Ain’t I a Woman?’. The story of Sojourner Truth and her 
speech circulate widely among feminist scholars and activists, and has therefore become one 
of the iconic stories of feminism (Smiet 2014). Sojourner Truth has come to represent U.S. 
Black feminism in general, but also what is called Africana womanism in particular 
(Alexander-Floyd & Simien 2006, Grant 1986, Hudson-Weems 2000). Womanism, a term 
coined by Alice Walker (1983) and taken up in the literature of U.S. Black feminists in 
multiple ways, refers to the feminism of Black women that is distinct from white feminisms 
regarding its priorities and cultural origins, as well as its inclusiveness of Christian inspiration 
and argumentation (Collins 1996). In her legendary speech, Sojourner Truth explicitly refers 
to the importance of Jesus Christ for Black women’s resistance and affirmation of dignity and 
self-respect. She accuses men of utilising a certain interpretation of the example of Jesus 
Christ that is oppressive towards women: 
 
Then that little man in black there, he says women can’t have as much rights as men, ‘cause 
Christ wasn’t a woman! Where did your Christ come from? Where did your Christ come 
from? From God and a woman! Man had nothing to do with Him (Sojourner Truth, 1851, 
http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/sojtruth-woman.asp) 
 
Truth’s accusation demonstrates that ‘her Christ’ is different from the one of the white man 
she addressed, and that her interpretation points towards the equality of men and women. 
Womanist theologian Jacqueline Grant (1986) writes that Jesus Christ, as one who empowers 
the weak, was central to Sojourner Truth’s life, who always made Jesus the starting point of 
her preaching. Sojourner Truth’s love for Jesus was, according to Grant, not a sentimental or 
passive love. Instead,  
 
It was a tough, active love that empowered her to fight more fiercely for the freedom of her 
people. For the rest of her life she continued speaking at abolition and women’s rights 
gatherings, and condemned the horrors of oppression (1986: 200).     
 
The legend about Sojourner Truth became an inspiration for Black feminist scholarship as it 
emerged in the U.S. in the 1970s and 1980s (Smiet 2014), and in particular for womanist 
theologians. The latter, according to womanist theologian Dolores Williams (1987), brought 
in the story of Sojourner Truth to refocus the New Testament’s salvation story so that it 
emphasises the beginning of revelation as located in the encounter between the spirit and a 
marginalised, poor woman – the mother of Jesus Christ, Mary. In general, Kathrine Smiet 
writes (2014), Black feminist and womanist readings employ the story to complicate the 
exclusive focus on inequality between men and women, and to recognise differences among 
women. Truth’s speech is put forward to argue for a more complex account of difference and 
inequality within feminist theory. Readings such as those of Jacqueline Grant, bell hooks, and 
Kimberle Crenshaw thematise in particular the position of black women in feminist theory 
and activism dominated by white women.      
 Besides the link to Sojourner Truth, the renaming of the organisation is also explicitly 
linked to the well-known U.S. Black feminist theorist bell hooks, as both write their names 
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deliberately in lowercase letters. While bell hooks is not so much regarded as an important 
figure, founder or critic of womanism, she did participate in a 1989 roundtable on Christian 
ethics and theology in womanist perspective. In her contribution to the discussion of an essay 
by preacher and professor of Christian ethics Cheryl Sanders, bell hooks explains why she 
does not identify with womanism and even finds the term itself problematic, as “it is [often] 
used to deflect attention from feminism as a political struggle to end sexism and sexist 
domination and to focus attention instead on black female cultural practice and lifestyle” (bell 
hooks 1989: 102). At the same time, she insists on the relevance of constructing theory from a 
feminist perspective in all scholarly fields, including theology (bell hooks 1989: 103). She 
concludes her contribution by emphasising the profound connection between spiritual practice 
and feminist struggle, and calling for the full creation and understanding of a feminist 
womanist tradition: 
 
To reach that goal, religious black women and men, and theological scholars in particular, 
must courageously explore the transformative potential of feminist struggle, the ways it can 
enable us to survive as a people, and enhance our understanding of the importance of 
spirituality in modern life (1989: 104). 
 
In her book Feminism is for Everybody: Passionate Politics (2000), bell hooks continues 
writing about the importance of connecting feminism to spirituality. The chapter entitled 
‘Feminist Spirituality’ points at the important role of spirituality for black women as a place 
of solace and sanctuary. She mentions the importance of feminist critique of patriarchal 
religion and of liberation theology in helping transform patriarchal religious thought. She also 
points to the problem of the lack of knowledge among a general public and feminists in 
particular about feminist spiritualities, and the threat posed to progressive spiritualities by the 
recent rise of religious fundamentalisms. Writing in the American context and in the face of 
the rise of conservative religious voices and politics, bell hooks argues for the need to inform 
a broad public about progressive spiritualities. She concludes the chapter by putting forward a 
necessary link between spirituality and feminist struggles for justice: 
 
While a world of wonderful, feminist-affirming spiritual traditions abound now, masses of 
people have no access to knowledge about these practices. They often feel that patriarchal 
religion is the only place where anyone cares about their spiritual well-being. Patriarchal 
religion has successfully used mass media, particularly television, to spread its message. 
Alternative spiritual paths must do likewise if we are to counter the notion that patriarchal 
religion is the only path. Feminist spirituality created a space for everyone to interrogate 
outmoded belief systems and created new paths. Representing God in diverse ways, restoring 
our respect for the sacred feminine, it has helped us find ways to affirm and/or re-affirm the 
importance of spiritual life. Identifying liberation from any form of domination and oppression 
as essentially a spiritual quest returns us to a spirituality which unites spiritual practice with 
our struggles for justice and liberation. A feminist vision for spiritual fulfillment is naturally 
the foundation of authentic spiritual life (2000: 109). 
 
By connecting its new name explicitly to the Black feminist and anti-racist scholar bell hooks, 
ella links itself to writings that underline the importance of (Black) feminist theologies and 
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spiritualities, both for progressive and feminist struggles, and for society at large where many 
individuals search for new non-patriarchal spiritual paths.  
In short, the renaming of the ethnic minority women’s organisation SAMV to ella 
creates links to the traditions of U.S. Black women’s feminisms, in which Christian values 
and the figure of Jesus Christ often play an important role. However, ella does not make this 
connection to U.S. Black feminist emancipatory readings of religion explicit on the website, 
nor in opinion articles or brochures. Most ella members might be unaware of this connection. 
While we did talk during the interview conversations about gender, religion and feminism, 
non of the interviewees mentioned U.S. Black religious feminism. At the same time, ella does 
support progressive religious interpretations, which will be discussed into depth in the next 
section. But this support for progressive religious understandings does not seem to be inspired 
in any way by the traditions of U.S. Black feminism or womanism.    
Third, similar to the feminist practice of VOK, religion is present in ella’s antiracist 
agenda through its support for Muslim women. ella critiques the impact of negative 
representations of Muslim women as oppressed by Muslim men, their subordination 
legitimised by the patriarchal religion par excellence – Islam. It denounces the exclusion of 
Muslim girls wearing the headscarf from education and the discrimination of Muslim women 
wearing the headscarf at the labour market. ella also proactively published a brochure 
(Babazia & Perneel 2006) offering methods for dealing with and discussing the headscarf in 
the classroom. This brochure will be discussed further in the next section in relation to the 
issues of religious interpretation and Islamic feminism. Important to note here is that in 
November 2004, ella revoked her membership of the Dutch-speaking Women’s Council 
(NVR) due to, among other issues, the organisation’s unwillingness to take up a clear position 
in the headscarf debate in favour of Muslim women’s own choices (S’Jegers 2005: 91-95). 
Sara S’Jegers, who in her master thesis for women’s studies at the University of Antwerp 
focused upon the relationship between ella and NVR and the reasons for ella’s revoking of its 
membership of NVR, writes that a combination of four aspects made this relationship 
untenable. The different positions taken up in the headscarf debates was one of these aspects, 
another one was the use of the veil as a metaphor of oppression and unveiling as a metaphor 
for liberation in one of NVR’s campaigns. Other disagreements between ella and NVR were 
situated at the level of acknowledgement of diversity among women and subsequent different 
understandings of emancipation: 
 
First, the idea that the headscarf debates enlarged the gap between ‘authochtonous’ [white] 
and ‘allochtonous’ [ethnic-cultural minorities] women’s organisations [seems to be 
confirmed]. SAMV has revoked her membership in NVR because of that debate. Second, the 
use of the veil as a metaphor, through which ‘unveiling’ by ‘Western’ feminists (NVR) is 
equated to ‘liberation’. This meaning is contested by ‘allochtonous’ feminists (SAMV). Third, 
the problematising of difference by NVR, this time regarding the group of ‘allochtonous’ 
women, about which Francy Van der Wildt [former chair of NVR] comments that they are 
‘divided’. Fourth, the essentialising of non-white, non-western women into one homogenous 
group (S’Jegers 2005: 94, translation mine).    
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Another example of ella’s support for women who experience discrimination due to their 
religious identity or background is its recently published brochure on racism, sexism and 
women’s empowerment entitled ‘Everyday (More) Strong’ (Maruf & Longman 2013). This 
brochure comprises stories of women who experienced racism and discrimination, and 
suggestions for how to deal with this in a critical and self-affirmative way. It includes 
women’s experiences with racism, but also discrimination on the basis of their Islamic or 
Jewish background and/or practices. One of the suggestions for approaching diversity in a 
positive way is, for example, made through the voice of a Jewish woman:  
 
I checked with colleagues and received support. They gave advice: do not go to them 
[employers] and say ‘I have a problem, I cannot work because of my [religious] holidays’. 
Instead, ask them: ‘How does your organisation deal with diversity in this specific case?’ 
(Maruf & Longman 2013)   
 
As the intersection of gender and ethnicity remains ella’s main focus, discussing religion does 
not happen in a structural manner. At the same time, while ella does not engage with the topic 
of religion from a theological or confessional perspective, the question of religion as a 
possible vehicle of oppression, or conversely, emancipation, is acknowledged and reflected 
upon in a number of its projects. These projects and the ways in which they support and 
convey progressive readings of religious texts and traditions will be discussed more into depth 
in the following section (9.4).   
 
 
9.4. Supporting Progressive Religious Understandings on Gender and 
Sexuality  
 
ella recognises that the conveying of knowledge of Islamic sources and religious knowledge 
supports the emancipation of Muslim women within their ethnic-cultural minority 
communities. In cooperation with Motief, it therefore produced an educational package 
entitled ‘Youth, Islam and Gender’ (Jongeren, Islam, Gender). Another recent example of 
discussing religious knowledge and sensibilities in relation to women’s experiences and 
emancipation is ella’s organising in 2012 of a series of lectures and debates entitled ‘Between 
Soul and Sin: Conversations about Sex, Power and Religion’ (Tussen Ziel en Zonde: 
Gesprekken over Seks, Macht en Religie). It did so in cooperation with MANA, expert centre 
on Islamic cultures in Brussels. In these lectures, the speakers discussed the implications of 
religious traditions, including Christianity, Islam and Judaism, for women and its 
consequences and potentials for the possibilities of women’s emancipation.130  
ella starts from feminist and antiracist critique and engagements, and includes religion 
as one of the axes of social difference and inequality within its intersectional thinking. During 
the interview conversation, Karlien explains how religion is rather marginal to the work of 
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ella and emphasises that ella does not have the sufficient expertise to put religion more centre 
stage:  
 
I think that ella doesn’t focus on that [religion] at all. It is briefly discussed sometimes, but it is 
certainly not the primary focus. And I think that this is a good thing. The automatic link often 
made beween etnic-cultural minorities and religion is in that way shattered. I also think that it 
would require another approach. In that case, you should not necessarily or not only work with 
allochtonous women’s organisations, but you should also start working with mosques or.. 
where you do not always find an easy entry. Especially when you have only female staff. […] 
And ella presents itself today as a expertise center on gender and ethnicity. But in reality, it 
works primarily with Maghrebian and Turkish etnic-cultural minorities. Of course, it is 
broader than that, and [ella’s] themes do not only count or are not only interesting for those 
two groups. But if you add religion, it becomes more complicated. Unless you decide to work 
only on Islam. But in that case you exclude other ethnic-cultural and religious groups. So I 
think ella does well by focusing only upon gender and ethnicity. I think it is important that we 
work effectively on that intersection. This doesn’t preclude that in the future ella includes 
other things. In our policy papers, for example, sexual orientation is mentioned. But this is 
connected to gender when we talk about stereotypes and social roles. But ella will also 
approach it through that perspective [religion]. Because if you work on ethnicity and you work 
with Maghrebian groups or individuals, for some religion plays an important role in existing 
understandings of gender. So you can not take it not into account. But I think it is a good 
decision to not take it [religion] as a first entry.
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Therefore, ella can not be compared with an organisation such as the British Women Against 
Fundamentalism (WAF) in which women of different ethnic and religious backgrounds 
together struggle against fundamentalist interpretations of religious texts and traditions that 
harm women, and against extreme right winged nationalist discourse (Katz 1995, Yuval-
Davis & Dhaliwal 2014). ella does not proactively argue against conservative religious 
interpretations and does not provide its own liberatory readings, in the way Motief does. This 
might be situated in the context of ella’s work that includes the task of providing workshops 
to professional counselors, and groups of women or youth belonging to ethnic minorities, 
which means that ella members need to take up an attitude of opening up conversation and 
                                                          
131 [I]k vind dat ella daar helemaal niet op focust. Dat dat zijdelings wel aan bod komt, maar dat dat zeker geen eerste 
aandachtspunt is. En ik denk dat dat ook goed is. Omdat op die manier de automatische link die heel vaak wordt gelegd 
tussen etnisch-culturele minderheden en religie uhm dat die wordt verbroken. … En ik denk dat het misschien ook ja een 
andere aanpak zou vereisen. Dat je dan niet noodzakelijk of niet enkel moet werken met allochtone vrouwenorganisaties, 
maar dat je ook moet beginnen werken met ja moskeeën of.. En wat natuurlijk een moeilijke ingang.. of dat je er niet altijd 
even makkelijk ingang vindt. Vooral niet als je voornamelijk vrouwelijke medewerkers hebt. […] Nu, natuurlijk als ella.. Nu 
profileert ella zich als kenniscentrum rond gender en etniciteit. Maar werkt voornamelijk rond Maghrebijnse en Turkse 
etnisch-culturele minderheden. Hoewel het uiteraard breder dan dat is, en de thema’s ook niet enkel gelden voor die of 
interessant zijn of belangrijk zijn voor die twee groepen. Als je daar religie aan toevoegt, wordt het nog wel 
gecompliceerder. Tenzij je beslist om enkel rond islam te werken. Maar dan sluit je andere etnisch-culturele minderheden 
en andere religieuze groepen uit. Dus ik denk dat ella er goed aan doet om zich te focussen op enkel gender en etniciteit. En 
ik denk dat het belangrijk is dat er wat dat betreft, wat dat kruispunt betreft, daar een goede werking rond is. En wat dat 
natuurlijk in de toekomst niet uitsluit dat er nog andere zaken kunnen bijkomen he. Wat nu al in het beleidsplan staat, 
seksuele oriëntatie bijvoorbeeld, maar dat is natuurlijk gelinkt aan gender voor een deel, als het gaat over beeldvorming en 
stereotypen en rolpatronen, uhm en wordt ook vanuit die invalshoek benaderd door ella. Maar uiteraard speelt het [religie] 
wel een rol. Want als je werkt rond etniciteit en je werkt met uhm Maghrebijnse groepen of personen, voor sommigen 
speelt religie daar wel heel erg mee in de gender opvattingen die er zijn. Dus je kan het niet niet in beschouwing nemen. 
Maar ik denk dat het een goede beslissing is om het niet als eerste ingangspoort te nemen.  
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dialogue with individuals holding various religious points of view. However, ella does 
support existing progressive religious understandings and feels that giving a voice to a 
diversity of religious interpretations – progressive, moderate and conservative – enlarges 
ethnic minority women’s knowledge of religion and provides them with more options and the 
arguments for choosing to abide to those interpretations that suit them best.  
On the other hand, as Lamia put it during the interview conversation, while ella is 
perceived to be a secular women’s movement, to answer the question whether ella is engaged 
with religion depends largely on how you define religion. In the case of including ethics and 
values when talking about religion, it could be argued that ella is in fact intensively engaged 
with religion. Lamia explains: 
 
So, of course, what is religion? Because when it is about questioning certain ethical norms and 
values in order to enable an emancipatory dynamic, yes, I see it in.. the project ‘A Right to 
Love’. It will be present there, and it will be processed there, because it is a legitimate 
language for the group we want to reach.
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Lamia shortly referred here to the project ‘A Right to Love’ (Recht op Liefde) of 2012-2013, 
in which ella developed a training manual for discussing sexual diversity among ethnic 
minorities in cooperation with Merhaba, an organisation that struggles for the emancipation of 
LGBTQI’s belonging to ethnic-cultural minorities.133 The ways in which ella and Merhaba 
create links in this manual about sexual diversity to discussions about religious interpretations 
of holy texts and traditions and support progressive readings of religion will be further 
discussed and analysed in the section below. 
 
 
9.4.1. Discussing Religion and Sexual Diversity 
 
Several interviewees referred to ‘A Right to Love’ as an exceptional project due to its 
elaborate engagement with religion.
134
 It is remarkable that ella’s first project focusing upon 
the issue of sexuality and sexual diversity is also seen as a project that connects to religious 
discourses and interpretations in an exceptional way. In Western societies, religion and non-
heterosexuality, as well as the rights and freedoms of religious groups and LGTBQI 
communities, are largely constructed and experienced as oppositional (Jakobsen & Pellegrini 
2005, Samson, Jansen & Notermans 2011, Schrijvers 2014, van den Berg et all 2014). This 
means that LGTBQI struggles are often seen as per definition secular or even anti-religious 
(Jakobsen & Pellegrini 2005, El Tayeb 2012). In combination with the silencing of queer 
Muslims within public debates about homosexuality and Islam throughout Europe (El-Tayeb 
2012), this context has implications especially for Muslim non-heterosexuals in reconciling 
                                                          
132 Ja, maar wat is religie natuurlijk? Want als het gaat om het in vraag stellen van bepaalde ethische normen en waarden 
om een emancipatorische dynamiek mogelijk te maken, ja dan zie ik dat terugkomen in.. heel het project rond Recht op 
Liefde he. Dus daar zal dat dan terugkomen he, en dat zal daar dan wel verwerkt zijn, omdat dat natuurlijk een legitieme 
taal is voor de groep waarop dat je je wilt richten. 
133
 http://www.merhaba.be/over-merhaba/wie-zijn-we, last accessed 16 May 2014  
134
 Interview with Karlien, 17 January 2013, Interview with Vera, 6 December 2012 
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faith and sexuality and the strategies they use for doing so (Eidhamar 2014, Peumans 2014, 
Siraj 2006, Yip 2005). As El-Tayeb claims:  
 
European minority queers’ attempts at self-articulation are routinely stifled by seemingly 
antagonistic groups with supposedly opposing aims who are however united in their claim to 
authenticity. Be it authentically queer or authentically Muslim values, they allow them to 
‘speak for’ rather than with, not to mention listen to, queers of color who are primarily defined 
through their lack of authentic claims to either identity or culture. This accusation of 
inauthenticity links minoritarian queers back to the larger groups of racialized communities 
who are neither perceived as proper Europeans by the majority nor properly fit the definition 
of ‘migrant’ attritubuted to them, their supposed ‘in-between state’ justifying their silencing 
and exclusion (2012: 90). 
 
Within this context, the move to discussing diversity within religions in ‘A Right to Love’ is 
not suprising. The training manual’s reference to religious and sexual diversity is therefore 
both a critique of public debates and dominant assumptions regarding religion, the secular and 
sexuality, and enlarges the space for believing non-heterosexuals to construct religiosities that 
are affirming of their sexual identities and practices.   
The issue of religious interpretations was part of the project from the start as it 
anticipates on existing religious sensibilities regarding the topic. It wants to reckon with 
negative attitudes regarding non-heterosexual identities and practices, which ella members at 
times encountered in other projects, for example, among ethnic minority youth, attitudes that 
are often linked to assumptions of Islamic proscriptions. The training manual has a number of 
aims: informing and raising awareness among youth and adults of ethnic minority 
communities regarding sexual diversity; creating space for conversations and discussion about 
sexual diversity among ethnic minorities; improving images and communication regarding 
sexuality and diversity; strengthening the responsibility and engagement of members of ethnic 
minorities to convey insights and knowledge about the topic; contributing to the emancipation 
of youth, women and men from ethnic minorities with attention for their own opinions; 
contributing to a greater level of acceptance of LGBTQI’s within ethnic minority 
communities; and contributing to the emancipation of LGB’s (holebi’s) within ethnic minority 
communities through increasing support for their emancipation (Aftab et all 2013: 7-8). The 
manual claims to distinguish itself from already existing methods for discussing sexual 
diversity at three different levels. First, it puts intersectional thinking central stage. Second, 
the frameworks and experiences of ethnic minorities are central. Finally, it engages explicitly 
with religion (Aftab et all 2013: 57). The training manual consists of five chapters, the final 
one dealing with various perspectives on sexual diversity that exist within monotheist 
religious traditions – Christianity, Islam and Judaism. The authors write that paying attention 
to the role of religion is necessary in showing respect for the religious backgrounds of the 
participants in the conversation, but also in dealing with the issue of religious authority 
regarding the matter of sexual diversity (Aftab et all 2013: 9). The manual insists that the 
comment “it is forbidden by religion” can be dealt with through respecting participants’ 
conviction but at the same time trying to situate the question of whether non-heterosexuality 
is allowed or forbidden within a rich field of religious interpretations: 
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It is important to show respect and understanding for the convictions of the participants. Do 
not attack religion but instead provide a broader perspective on the ‘religious’. This can be 
achieved through turning around the question asking: in which religion is homosexuality or 
sexual diversity allowed? The answer is that originally, in the three monotheist religions, 
negative visions were developed regarding sexual diversity. This can be connected to and 
elaborated through established religious understandings about the position of women. This 
broadening of the discussion immediately makes clear that within religious traditions a lively 
debate exists about the position of women, as well as women-friendly reinterpretations of the 
original texts, resulting in a high level of diversity within religious traditions regarding these 
matters. And if this is possible for women, than why not for homosexuals? The message is: 
various interpretation of ages old traditions are possible regarding all kinds of relevant 
themes in our current society (Aftab et all 2013: 13, emphasis original, translation mine).  
 
This quote demonstrates that the authors of the manual do not disconnect gender and 
sexuality. They argue for discussing the inequalities of men and women, and of heterosexuals 
and non-heterosexuals, simultanously and on the basis of a perspective on gender and sexual 
inequality as intrinsically connected. The chapter entitled ‘Religion’ starts by mentioning that 
while traditional, conservative and orthodox religious viewpoints often disapprove of 
homosexuality, Islamic, Christian and Jewish liberal viewpoints exist as well. It emphasises 
that believing therefore does not mean that homosexuality is always rejected, and also that 
non-believing does not always means acceptance of homosexuality (Aftab et all 2013: 50). 
The exercises described in this chapter for the trainer and the participants in conversations 
about sexual diversity are aimed at creating space for speaking about religion in relation to 
sexual diversity, to encourage participants to rethink own statements or judgements about 
sexual diversity with regard to religion, and explore the various positionings of religion, 
society and the individual regarding sexual diversity, and the implications of these 
positionings (Aftab et all 2013: 51). The manual concludes with interviews with imam 
Muhsin Hendricks (Aftab et all 2013: 63-64), Catholic theologian Jo Vrijlinck (Aftab et all 
2013: 65-67) and a text written by professor Chia Longman on Jewish perspectives on 
homosexuality (Aftab et all 2013: 68-69). The manual also comes with a DVD that contains 
three interviews conversations on sexual diversity with a Christian theologian, an imam and a 
rabbi. The two interviews and the text all refer to diversity within religious traditions and 
emphasise liberal perspectives on sexual diversity.  
Including the voices of religious authorities, the authors of the training manual reckon 
with the present-day important role played by religion and religious authorities in matters of 
family life, intimacy and sexuality (Cady & Fessenden 2013). As they do not want to and 
cannot claim religious authority of their own, they cooperated with those who can claim 
authority and knowledge and who are willing and able to provide a view on diversity at the 
level of interpretations of holy texts and at the level of religious traditions. The two interviews 
and the text all refer to the centrality in religious interpretations of non-heterosexuality of the 
Biblical and Quranic narratives on the history of the cities of Sodom and Gomorra, which 
were, according to conservative interpretations, destroyed by God as a punishment for the 
practice of homosexuality. All respond to these conservative understandings by 
contextualising the story and rethinking it in terms of bringing the story elements of the 
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violation of bodily integrity through rape and of the value of hospitality to the forefront as 
those violations that generated God’s wrath, and not homosexuality as such. Doing the work 
of what David Kyuman Kim calls ‘religious imaginations’, both imam Muhsin Hendrickx and 
Catholic theologian Jo Vrijlinck engage in the “difficult effort to synthesize the political and 
moral claims of gender equality and sexual difference with the discourse and ways of life 
within religious traditions” (Kim 2013: 271). As Hendricks puts it: “The Qur’an sets things 
right, namely that in Sodom and Gomorra, sex doesn’t serve this purpose [of exercising 
power] and that the inhabitants were punished because they used sex as an instrument for 
exercising power” (Aftab et all 2013: 63). And theologian Jo Vrijlinck explains his opinion: 
 
I think that the story of Lot first of all deals with hospitality. It doesn’t include a condemnation 
of homosexual experience of LGB’s who genuinely love each other and experience love 
through sexuality. It does codemn the violation of hospitality, in which people, whether they 
are homosexuals or heterosexuals, rape someone else (man or woman), this means: using the 
other only for the own sexual pleasure and lust for power. No one has the right to own another 
person. A man has never naturally the right to own a woman. We were called by God to make 
each other happy, spiritually and physically, and to be each others’ guests in freedom (Aftab et 
all 2013: 66-67, translation mine). 
 
Levi Geir Eidhamar describes this model of hermeneutics the “good as a basic principle for 
what is right” (2014: 257). This means that human ethical reflections on what is good are used 
as interpretative keys for understanding what is right in terms of religious interpretation. In 
this model, identifiying with and living according to both human ethical ideals arrived at 
through independent reasoning, and interpretations of religious scriptures, is absolutely 
natural. According to Eidhamar,  
 
The ideal is to adhere to divinely revealed rules, but these have to be interpreted in the way 
that is best for the diverse kinds of human life. This model describes ethical reasoning 
governed by reflective moral interpretations of scripture (Eidhamar 2014: 257).  
 
In short, as Lamia noted above, ella brings in religious language in its projects strategically 
whenever it feels that religious arguments and understandings are important for the social 
groups it wants to reach. While taking up a religious discussion as an element of a project is 
not that exceptional, the way in which the project ‘A Right to Love’ creates its message 
through referring to religious authorities, and through explicitly bringing in religious 
authorities’ own voices and perspectives, is rather new. While connecting to religious 
arguments and interpretations can be important to increase general acceptance of non-
heterosexuality among religious communities, research by British sociologist Andrew K.T. 
Yip (2005) demonstrates that conveying religious knowledge can also support the 
emancipation of religious queers at the level of increased possibilities for personal religious 
interpretation and identification. He points at the centrality of religious discourse for believing 
queers through analysing the ways in which…  
 
…non-heterosexual Christians and Muslims [construct] sexuality-affirming hermeneutics of 
religious texts to legitimize their sexuality theologically and also ‘uncover’ queer meanings in 
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such texts for their own consumption and spiritual nourishment. […] [I] Individual non-
heterosexual Christians and Muslims demonstrate varying degrees of competence in the 
employment of this strategy, depending significantly on their theological knowledge (Yip 
2005: 49). 
 
Another example of ella connecting to religious arguments can be find in the brochures on 
Islamic headscarf and on mixed marriages. These examples will be discussed in the following 
section. 
 
 
9.4.2. Religion, Gender and Islamic Feminism    
 
Another example of the way in which ella includes religion in its projects can be found in the 
brochure ‘Mixed Relationships and Mixed Feelings: Tips & Tricks for Succesful Acceptance 
and Professional Assistance’ (Arikoglu 2012). The brochure defines mixed relationships as 
relationships or marriages between a man and a woman of different religious or ethnic 
backgrounds (Arikoglu 2012: 5). The brochure is directed at reaching both youth and 
professionals working with youth and wants to strengthen young people and mixed couples in 
their struggle for acceptance for their partner choices, as well as providing professionals 
information and tools to help and support mixed couples who experience resistance and 
rejection on the part of their family and wider social environment (Arikoglu 2012: 8). Half of 
the chapter entitled ‘Gender Inequality’ is dedicated to discuss the role of religion in the 
(non)acceptance of mixed relationships. Arikoglu notes that it seems less acceptable for girls 
to be involved in mixed relationships (Arikoglu 2012: 16), which she explains through the 
larger extent to which girls’ behaviour and sexuality is subject of social control, as well as the 
idea that the male partner is naturally the authorative figure and exerts influence over the 
female partner in the relationship or marriage (Hondius 1999, Zemni, Peene & Casier 2009). 
The author adds here that most parents do not want their daughter to marry someone 
belonging to another religious tradition (Arikoglu 2012). White parents especially perceive 
Islam in a negative light, and prefer their daughter not to choose a Muslim partner (Clycq 
2012, Rijke 2013). Muslim parents, on the other hand, prefer their daughter to marry a 
Muslim man in order to ensure the conveying of Islamic values and identity to the 
grandchildren (Zemni, Peene & Casier 2009). The chapter includes a small subsection that 
informs the reader about existing religious sensibilities regarding mixed relationships that are 
based on notions of religious prohibitions. It informs as follows: 
 
Among most Muslims and Jews there exist, moreover, (assumed) prohibitions regarding 
interreligious marriages. For Muslims, this concerns the marriage of a Muslim woman and a 
non-Muslim man, while for Jews, it is the other way around (a Jewish man can not marry a 
non-Jewish woman). For that reason, a strong condemnation exists of such marriages within 
those groups. Believing parents are afraid that their daughter or son will live a sinful life and 
that the religion of the other partner will be conveyed to the children. This does not mean that 
all Muslims or Jews obey to these provisions. High educated parents, or those who do not 
[religiously] practice a lot, take this much lighter. The sensitivity regarding the daughter’s 
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partner choice, however, continues to exist strongly among many groups, whatever their 
religious background may be. This has to do with a broader patriarchal context, which makes 
women’s partner choice a more sensitive issue than the partner choice of men (Arikoglu 2012: 
17, translation mine).     
 
This brochure’s engagement with religion does not extend beyond informing about 
sensibilities and condemnations of interreligious relationships based upon religion. A deeper 
engagement with religion and various religious interpretations is demonstrated by the 
brochure ‘Lifting the Veil: Girls With and Without a Headscarf in the Classroom: Tools for 
Teachers and School Boards’ (Babazia & Perneel 2006). This brochure aims at informing 
school boards and teachers about the Islamic headscarf and providing methods and 
suggestions for starting the discussion in class about the headscarf (Babazia & Perneel 2006: 
8-9). In order to give elaborate and nuanced information, the brochure deals with issues such 
as identity, the role of parents, religion, the context of education and the impact of banning the 
headscarf at school for the future opportunities of Muslim girls. The brochure dedicates one 
section to the question of ‘What Does Islam Say About It?’ This section mentions the Quranic 
verses that are often invoked to argue for Muslim women’s religious obligation to wear the 
headscarf (Sura al-Ahzab 33: 59 and Sura an-Nur 24:31). Here, ella also brings the reader’s 
attention to different religious interpretations and the less well known religious perspectives 
that argue that veiling is not an obligation. It points at Islamic feminism that “claims equal 
rights for women on the basis of Quranic texts about women” (Babazia & Perneel 2006: 19). 
It refers to the work of Islamic feminist researchers such as Riffat Hassan (1991, 1995, 2001), 
Amina Wadud (2003, 2009) and Fatima Nasseef (1999). ella finds approaching Islamic texts 
from a women’s or women’s rights perspective important: 
 
Not only because it makes women aware of their rights, but also because it enlarges women’s 
knowledge of texts. This means they are given an instrument in a discourse that is dominated 
by men and that is sometimes in its male formulation used against them. Finally, this approach 
recognises the important role of culture and religion in identity formations. Feminism, the 
reinterpretation of the Qur’an and the headscarf do not necessarily conflict with each other. On 
the contrary, there are many women who consciously read the Qur’an, are aware of male 
interpretations and strive towards reinterpretation, while maintaining the headscarf (Babazia & 
Perneel 2006: 19, translation mine).   
   
‘What Does Islam Say About It?’ is completed by arguing that while many religious 
interpretations about the headscarf exist, the majority of Muslims understands the headscarf as 
a religious obligation for women. However, that does not mean that the Qur’an provides the 
right to compel women and girls to wear the headscarf. The authors underline this argument 
by pointing at Qur’anic injunctions against coercion and violence (Sura 2:256, Sura 88: 22-23, 
Sura 27: 91). They conclude the section as such: 
 
It should moreover be pointed out that Islam – the submission to God – is only possible when 
one is free to do so. We believe that girls should be encouraged to consciously choose for 
wearing or not wearing the headscarf. The role of schools may consist of inciting girls to think 
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and of indicating that (within all religions) different interpretations can and are allowed to 
exist (Babazia & Perneel 2006: 20, translation mine).   
 
ella does not present itself as a religious organisation with religious expertise or authority and 
argues that it merely wishes to make people more aware of diversity within religion. At the 
same time, I suggest, this is not a neutral position, as it argues against any understanding that 
there is only one interpretation of holy texts and tradition possible that is valid for once and 
for all. Also, by mentioning the dominance of men in the field of religious interpretation and 
the role of Islamic feminist researchers in formulating new perspectives, the authors connect 
religious diversity to the issue of power and put marginal liberal voices to the fore. They do 
not argue for one perspective as valid for all Muslims or Muslim women in Flanders, but hope 
to encourage both Muslims and non-Muslims to consider diversity within religions as well as 
power relations and to reconsider liberal voices as valid as mainstream interpretations. As 
such, ella aims at enabling discussion within Muslim communities, without closing the door 
to dialogue with a more conservative public. As I see it, ella’s position regarding religious 
authority and interpretation calls for engaging in critical acts of judgement about authority, 
power and legitimation, and is therefore implicitly an agent of reform. As such, it could be 
argued that ella points to alternative claims for authority based on understandings of gender 
and sexual equality as a moral startingpoint for religious judgement and value. Or, as David 
Kyuman Kim similarly argues: 
 
In regard to the psychic commitments of feminist reformers within religious traditions as well 
as to the engagement between ‘the religious’ and ‘the secular’, I would argue that the dual 
challenges for feminists of resisting authority and making alternative claims for authority 
converge in a common purpose. Feminists who challenge patriarchy are not seeking to 
abandon all claims to authority. If anything, feminists are posing one set of claims about 
judgements and value, often centered on determinations of gender and sexual equality, as 
superior – more authoritative – than assertions that argue the world should be oriented 
otherwise. Arguing for one set of authority claims over another entails the risk of being 
unintelligible to the counterpublics within religious traditions (for the feminists who seek to 
change their traditions) and the publics constituted by the so-called engagement between the 
religious and the secular. By highlighting the risk of becoming unintelligible, I am stressing 
unintelligibility as a rather uncomfortable but necessary condition for the agents of religious 
reform (Kim 2013: 274).   
   
To compare the three projects that were discussed in-depth above, we can observe that while 
the training manual ‘A Right to Love’ (2013) brings in voices of religious authorities, and the 
brochure ‘Lifting the Veil’ (2006) refers to a diversity of interpretations within religious 
traditions, the brochure ‘Mixed Relationships: Mixed Feelings’ (2012) does not employ either 
strategy towards encouraging people to rethink religious understandings. The short reflection 
on the role of religion within this brochure merely points to the existence of religious 
sensitivity regarding the topic, although it does mention that differences exist among religious 
people especially based upon education and the level of religious practice.  
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9.4.3. Religious and Secular Feminist Perspectives: Bridging the Divide 
 
Today, ella occasionally brings in Islamic feminist perspectives in public lectures and debates 
it organises – for example, ella cooperated with other NGO’s in organising in January 2012 a 
lecture of and debate with Islamic feminist researcher Amina Wadud
135
, and organised with 
MANA in 2012 the lecture series ‘Between Soul and Sin: Conversations about Sex, Power 
and Religion’ dealing with Islam, Judaism and Christianity.136 A couple of years ago, more 
attention was paid to Islamic feminism due to the specific interest in this topic on the part of 
few board members at the time.
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 That Islamic feminism was put more centre stage in the 
organisation’s early years, can be observed in a 2004 interview conducted by Gily Coene & 
Chia Longman with former SAMV coordinator Judith Perneel and former board member 
Nadia Babazia. Judith Perneel explains in the below text passage the role of women’s 
movements in Islamic majority countries regarding the ways in which SAMV envisions the 
emancipation of ethnic minority women in Flanders. Perneel’s categorisation of the 
viewpoints and activism of Muslim women in terms of three distinct visions might be inspired 
by early writings on Muslim women’s activism in Islamic majority countries, such as those of 
Margot Badran (1994) and Dunya Maumoon (1999):   
 
In our education on emancipatory work, we often revert to women’s movements in Islamic 
countries, which are more structured. There you find three visions that exist over here as well, 
althoug they remain more implicit. First, there is a group that believes that no differences exist 
between emancipatory movements of allochtonous and autochtonous women, and that a 
number of standard conditions exist. This implies that there should be limits on 
multiculturalism and equality of men and women is the basic principle. Next, a middle group 
exists, who often do not identify as Muslim feminists – which is a label often put on them by 
outsiders – however, it could be described as Muslim feminism. On the one hand, they 
principally argue for a society in which Church and state are separated, and they use a number 
of basic principles such as democracy, equality and human rights. But when this group wants 
to connect to a large group of followers or to the grassroots, then principles such as universal 
rights of human beings appear to be a rather inaccessible way of addressing them. Islam can be 
a way of reaching those women. In order to work with basic principles such as gender equality 
and to realise a broader vision on society, religion can be used strategically. This middle group 
works on the reinterpretation of the Qur’an. Finally, a third group exists that is also 
increasingly emerging in Flanders. This group rejects the label feminism, because of its 
Western, colonial connotations. Instead, it can be described as ‘gender activism’. They depart 
from an Islamic vision on society. In the European context, this vision is less common, but it is 
more common in for example Morocco and Turkey. The movement’s basic ideology is the 
rejection of the model of the separation of Church and State. It reverts to the own history and 
traditions based upon the proposition that ‘we are essentially Muslims, that is our basis, and 
we do not want a Western model or system’. This movement identifies with the model of the 
democratic Islamic state. Regarding the position of women, a range of visions and opinions 
                                                          
135 http://www.merhaba.be/en/knowledge-center/articles/religion-inhibiting-factor-or-catalyst-emancipation-amina-
wadud, last accessed 16 May 2014 
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 http://www.deburen.eu/nl/programma/detail/tussen-ziel-en-zonde-1-het-vrouwelijk-lichaam-en-seksualiteit, last 
accessed 16 May 2014  
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 Interview Lamia, 26 April 2013 
241 
exists within this group. One of them is the vision that men and women are different, but 
complementary, they are not equal but of equal dignity, and each has own tasks and roles to 
fulfill. The difference is seen as of a biological nature expressed in social roles. But also here 
varieties exist: some feel that women should bear children, take care of them and stay at home, 
while men should fulfill tasks outside the home and lead the state. Others are much more 
flexible and refer to the Qur’an, where is written that the wives of Mohamed worked outside 
of the home and were politically active. They invoke religion to lead a number of changes in 
the position of the woman. […] The allochtonous women’s organisations are very new here 
and are still searching. But through our courses, we see that they define their own identity and 
vision on emancipation. We observe the second vision, and sometimes also the third. The final 
group is certainly less common in Flanders (Perneel in: Coene & Longman 2004: 132-133, 
translation mine).    
  
Looking at the projects and narratives of ella staff members, we see that there is no 
disagreement on using either secular or religious feminist strategies. ella is perceived as a 
secular movement, however, at times it uses religious discourse and connects to debates about 
religious interpretations when it feels this is a suitable and effective way of reaching out to 
ethnic minority women, youth and men. Sociologist Jasmin Zine (2006) observes the 
disagreements between Muslim feminists using either secular or religious discourses in their 
work, and writes: 
 
Secular feminists have built transnational alliances connected to global anti-racist feminist and 
anti-fundamentalist movements but remain ideologically at odds with faith-centred Muslim 
women who root their resistance within the space of religious reform. Reconciling these 
positions in order to develop strategic solidarities among Muslim feminists is a contemporary 
challenge (2006: 2).  
 
In contrast to what Zine observes, we can see that in ella, secular and religious perspectives 
on emancipation are complementary, instead of at odds with each other. Whereas faith-based 
and secular feminists of Muslim backgrounds in various countries often collide over 
politically charged issues such as veiling (Zine 2006: 10), in the work of ella, we see that a 
secular movement – run by many, but not only, women of Muslim backgrounds, supports 
women in their choice of wearing or not wearing the headscarf. As ella refers to the work of 
Islamic feminist scholar Amina Wadud (1992), who does not consider the headscarf to be a 
religious requirement, the common ground among ella members seem to be a perspective that 
does not view the headscarf as an inviolable religious tradition, but as a matter of women’s 
own informed and conscious choice. This positioning of providing multiple critique (Cooke 
2000) demonstrates that ella can not be considered as ‘apologists’ for religious zealotry (Zine 
2006: 14). In ella’s intersectional framework, religion is connected to a broad nexus of social 
and political factors and power relations that implicate the way religion is taken up and 
interpreted by social groups and individuals (Zine 2006: 18). ella brings together anti-racist, 
feminist and religious perspectives in the common struggle of ethnic minority women against 
racism, sexism and conservative religious understandings. A vision on the necessity of anti-
racist feminist solidarity between secular and believing women, and of an acceptance of the 
fact that all feminisms are rooted in particular cultural or religious backgrounds, was 
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articulated by several of the ella interviewees.
138
 Pareesa, for example, denounces the 
questioning attitude with which Islamic feminists are often contronted. She argues for 
envisioning feminism as multiple:     
 
I mean, there are different forms of feminism. There is Islamic feminism. With headscarves. 
And they take inspiration, strength and arguments from, amongst other things, the Qur’an. 
And they regard themselves to be feminists. While other feminists feel that they are oppressed 
but don’t realise it. So they are not feminists? Yes, ella is feminist, but I would say that we do 
not give it one specific... there is not one particular vision on feminism that we put forward. 
[We believe] that you can give it your own meaning. […] In those panels on Islamic 
feminism… Eventually, when questions are posed by members of the audience... it always 
boils down to a religious discussion. And it should not be that way. Actually, you should 
accept that okay, they are Islamic feminists and they have a particular conceptual framework. 
Yes, accept that. They consider themselves feminists, and I don’t think they look oppressed or 
something like that. But it always boils down to a religious discussion. Yes, [they refer to] 
certain verses from the Qur’an, this and that, what does that mean, and isn’t that oppressive, 
blablabla. Yes, [the problem] is also this continous [pressure to] justifying themselves, I think. 
But I believe that from within each religion or religious tendency there are feminists who take 
their religious convictions as a source of inspiration. And they start from there. […] Yes, 
maybe there is a tension between feminism and religion, at least for certain people. They 
assume that feminism should be non-religious and secular. And when there are women who 
are feminists starting from their religion, it clashes. But I think you should find the 
commonalities, and work on that. When women’s subordination is a problem, try to work on 
it, together. Across certain religious ideas.
139
  
 
Pareesa states that religious feminisms should be accepted for what they are: feminisms that 
start from religious inspiriation and argumentation. She feels that differences in secular and 
religious perspectives should not withhold feminists from collaborating around shared 
concerns regarding women’s subordination.  
In short, the above explorations of the various ways in which ella strategically 
connects to religious arguments and intellectual debates about religious interpretation, as well 
as acknowledges the visions and struggles of Islamic feminisms, shows that ella puts 
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 Interview with Pareesa, 7 January 2013, interview with Lamia, 26 April 2013, interview with Elena, 6 January 2013.  
139 Ik bedoel, er zijn ook verschillende vormen van feminisme. Je hebt islamitisch feminisme. Met hoofddoek. En die halen 
hun inspiratie of kracht of hun argumentering of argumentatie onder andere uit de Qur’an en zo. En die vinden zichzelf 
feministisch. Terwijl voor andere feministen zijn zij van ja, je bent onderdrukt maar je weet het niet. En zijn dat geen 
feministen? Dus hm.. Ja, ella is wel feministisch, maar ik zou zeggen dat we geen, weer al, geen een bepaalde.. dat er niet 
een visie is of een bepaalde visie rond feminisme die we naar voren brengen. Dat je dat eigenlijk ook zelf kan invullen. […] 
Maar ja, met zo’n panels rond islamitisch feminisme.. Uiteindelijk als er dan vragen uit het publiek komen, dat.. uiteindelijk 
komt dat altijd neer op religieuze discussies en zo. En eigenlijk zou dat niet moeten he. Eigenlijk zou je toch ook moeten 
kunnen aanvaarden van okay, het zijn islamitische feministen en die hebben een bepaald denkkader. Of ja.. en aanvaard 
het. Zij vinden zichzelf feministen, ik vind ook niet dat ze er onderdrukt of zo uitzien. Maar ja, dat komt altijd neer op een 
religieuze discussie. Ja, en dan bepaalde verzen uit de Qur’an aanhalen en dit en dat, en wat betekent dat dan, en dat is 
toch onderdrukkend, en blablabla. Ja, het is ook zo dat constant verantwoorden denk ik. Maar ik denk vanuit elke religie of 
bepaalde religieuze stroming dat er feministen zijn die hun religie of godsdienstige overtuiging als inspiratiebron nemen. En 
vandaar uit vertrekken. […] Ja ah wel, misschien is er zo’n spanningsveld tussen feminisme en religie, of voor bepaalde 
mensen. Dat ze ervan uitgaan dat feminisme areligieus en seculier moet zijn. En dat dan als er dan vrouwen zijn die vanuit 
religie feministisch zijn, dat dat dan botst. Maar op zich moet je denk ik gewoon de gemeenschappelijkheden kunnen 
vinden he, en daaraan werken. Als de achterstelling van vrouwen een probleem is, dan proberen eraan te werken, samen. 
Over bepaalde religieuze ideeën heen, denk ik. 
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solidarity with and among secular and religious ethnic minority women central. It does so 
through emphasising convergences instead of divergences of women’s secular and religious 
viewpoints and experiences. Or in the words of Jasmin Zine, who concludes that “[t]his form 
of building strategic alliances does not create a false homogenization of Muslim women’s 
ideologies or religious orientations, but rather allows for these epistemological divergences 
while developing common platforms for social action and political critique” (2006: 21). 
 
   
9.5. Individual Secular, Spiritual and Non-Religious Positionings     
 
ella members construct a variety of secular, spiritual and non-religious positionings and 
identities, which in the interview narratives seem to be situated predominantly at the level of 
the invidiual as private constructs. Some ella members connect their secular, spiritual and 
non-religious positionings and identities directly to their feminist and antiracist perspectives. 
In a way, ella members’ individual constructions of secularity, spirituality and non-religion 
are in line with the organisation’s emphasis on religion or worldview as ideally one’s 
individual responsibility supported by information on a broad range of religious and moral 
interpretations of how to lead a good life.  
Five interviewees have a Muslim background and upbringing steeped in different 
religious-cultural traditions, such as Pakistani, Turkish and Moroccan. While Islam is often 
considered to be the religion par excellence of collective identification and belonging, the 
interviewees of Muslim backgrounds narrate their religiosity foremost as a private issue. One 
of the reasons for this may be their sense of being ‘atypical’ Muslims, as one of them 
described herself, while others seem to regard themselves as such in a more implicit way. The 
feeling of being ‘different’ from what is considered ‘mainstream’ Muslim faith and practice 
led my interviewees to view their being Muslim as solely their own personal issue, which they 
should not have to explain either to Muslims or non-Muslims in their social environment. 
Because of this insistence on difference, and especially privacy and personal freedom in 
constructing Islam, I identify these positionings as secular Muslims. However, only one of 
these interviewees explicitly identified herself as a ‘secular Muslim’, and affords this 
identification a critical potentiality. Another interviewee emphasised her spirituality, which I 
therefore analyse separately as Muslim spirituality.  
Three interviewees describe themselves as non-religious. Two of them are white, one 
of them is white-Senegalese, and all three have a Catholic background and schooling. Today, 
they take up in different ways distant attitudes towards Catholic faith and tradition, which I 
capture by labeling one of them as cultural religion and the other two as non-religious 
positionings.  
In the following subsections, I analyse the ways in which ella members narrate their 
secularities, spirituality and non-religious positionings and the ways in which these are 
embedded in religious and secular developments in Flemish society at large. Some of these 
positionings are gendered ones, which means that being a woman is understood to make a 
difference for the construction of the individual secular, spiritual or non-religious positioning.  
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9.5.1. Narrating Secular Muslim Positionings  
 
In literature, the topic of Muslim women’s construction of secular identities or positionings is 
relatively underexplored. While Mayanthi Fernando analyses the “self-declared ‘secular 
Muslim woman’” (2009: 379) emerging in the context of French public debates in terms of its 
undergirding political, discursive and ideological conditions set by the universal promise of 
abstract citizenship, here I look instead at secular identities and positionings as emerging in 
the context of both a wider Flemish society that questions Muslim religiosity and belonging as 
well as norms about being Muslim that circulate within Muslim communities in Flanders.  
ella members of Muslim backgrounds construct their identification with being Muslim 
against the backdrop of public debates in which Muslims are often stigmatised as too religious 
and traditional and with a propensity for violence, and as not secular, rational and civilised 
enough citizens. The discursive construction of the ‘good’ Muslim woman as secular, docile 
and assimilated to the dominant culture versus the ‘bad’ veiled Muslim woman, in a society 
where the headscarf is increasingly subject of disciplining measures, is an important element 
of the power of the secular (Fadil 2011). The social positions of ella members of Muslim 
backgrounds can be described as that of well educated ethnic minority women, who are well 
informed and aware of developments in public debates and dominant views on Islam and 
Muslim women, and who experience both the interpellations by the ethnic majority 
population (Bracke 2011) and the claims of the communities they belong to. The 
identifications of ella members with their Muslim backgrounds can be understood as 
secularised and individualised constructs, much in the way Nadia Fadil speaks of ‘liberal 
Muslims’ as a category that denotes complex agency in a context of secular disciplining and 
power structures, when it comes to, for example, the practice of non-veiling (2011: 90). 
Golnar, for example, explicitly uses the terminology of ‘liberal Muslim’ in her practice of 
self-naming and self-understanding (Mas 2006):  
 
[At ella] [w]e talk openly about many things. For example, there are very traditional Muslim 
women, but also very progressive or liberal ones, or however you would like to call it, what’s 
in a name? For example, I myself am a Muslim woman, and I drink alcohol and have a 
Belgian [white] boyfriend. All that is atypical. But I am and remain a Muslim woman. I think 
of myself as a believer. And there is no one here who doubts that.
140
    
 
Several interviewees conveyed the sense of being ‘atypical Muslims’. Being ‘atypical’ here 
means, for example, that they prioritise values, spirituality and social engagement over 
religious practice, and being engaged in practices that might be considered un-Islamic 
especially for Muslim women, such as being involved in a mixed relationship or drinking 
alcohol. These ella members tend to talk about religious identity in general and about their 
own religious identity in particular as a private or personal issue, something that should be the 
realm of personal choice and cultivation and not of interference, control or questioning – 
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 Er wordt hier zeer open over van alles gepraat hoor. Bijvoorbeeld, we hebben hier zeer traditionele moslima’s tot zeer 
vooruitstrevende of zeer liberale, hoe dat je het ook wilt noemen, what’s in a name? Bijvoorbeeld, ik zelf ben een moslima, 
en ik drink en heb een Belg als vriend. Dus dat is allemaal atypisch. Maar ik ben en blijf wel een moslima. Ik voel mij ook 
gelovig. En er is hier niemand die dat in twijfel trekt. 
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either from the side of protagonists in public debates or by members of the ethnic 
secular/Catholic majority population or members of the ethnic minority communities they 
belong to. In this way, instead of challenging the nature of secularity and liberalism in 
Flanders – as Muslims are dominantly represented as threatening the secular and liberal 
society –, these Muslim women are, as Ruba Salih puts it, “contributing to their expansion 
and redefinition” (Salih 2009: 409).  
Aylin, for example, speaks about her resistance to being questioned about her religious 
background. She narrates in detail one of her first experiences during her first year of 
university studies with what she found an unacceptable and intrusive interpellation of her 
religious background and her subsequent resistance to it. The lecturer questioned her about 
the speeches of the Dutch-Somali politician Ayaan Hirsi ‘Ali141:     
 
I started my university studies in Ghent in Public Relations and Communication during the 
time of the emergence of Ayaan Hirsi ‘Ali, who came to tell us about the horrors of Islam. I 
was immensely shocked by realising how it felt to be approached because of being different. 
In the middle of a class about current social-political issues, the lecturer asked me to explain 
what Ayaan Hirsi ‘Ali said about my religion and whether it is true what she said about the 
oppression of Muslim women. [She said:] “As you are a Muslim woman, please explain to us 
what she [Hirsi ‘Ali] said about Islam. Is it true and if so, why? Why actually is that the case 
in Islam?” It was very offensive and very.. I felt very much attacked because of my identity. It 
was horrible. I did not understand what was happening to me and I found it very racist. Yes, it 
was horrible. It was one of the first times that I… experienced racism. I was 18 or 19 years 
old. … I finally ended up [engaged] with feminism through antiracism142. 
 
Aylin explains here how this unexpected and intrusive questioning of ‘her religion’ awakened 
within her an early anti-racist commitment that she later on combined with feminism. 
However, while she identifies as Muslim, at a personal level, she does not connect her 
antiracist and feminist commitments in any way to a religious perspective or inspiration. At 
the same time, she does sometimes use religious arguments to defend her life choices when 
she finds herself in a situation in which such argumentations seem to be suitable or 
convincing. In that sense, religious arguments are used rather strategically. Aylin articulates 
her identification as feminist and as Muslim as such: 
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 During the early 2000s in the Netherlands, the politician and writer Ayaan Hirsi Ali was an important figure in the public 
debates about multiculturalism in general and Islam in particular. She also gained publicity in the Dutch-speaking media of 
Belgium, and was embraced in particular by white humanist writers and opinion-makers – most of them men (e.g. 
Verhofstad 2006). She was fiercely criticized by feminist researchers, writers and activists for her construction of a 
homogenous category of oppressed Muslim women and of a binary division between a ‘secular and Enlightened West’ and 
a ‘backward Islam’ (Midden 2010, Ghorashi 2004). 
142
 Maar toen ik naar Gent kwam en in mijn eerste opleiding, PR & Voorlichting ben ik beginnen studeren, daar was het zo.. 
En dat was toen zo de Ayaan Hirsi ‘Ali-tijd. Ayaan Hirsi ‘Ali die kwam vertellen hoe verschrikkelijk dat de islam was en zo, of 
islam zou zijn. En toen was ik enorm geschrokken van hoe het voelt om aangesproken te worden op jouw anders-zijn. Ik 
werd door de leerkracht, door de lector, van die instelling, waar ik eigenlijk nadien nog gewerkt had, de Artevelde 
Hogeschool, inderdaad dat was erna. En daar werd ik midden in de les Actualiteit gevraagd om uitleg te geven over wat 
Ayaan Hirsi ‘Ali heeft gezegd over mijn religie. En of dat waar was wat ze zei over de onderdrukking van de moslimvrouw, 
want ik ben zelf een moslimvrouw, en wat dat die allemaal zei over de islam en zo, allee leg dat allemaal een keer uit, is dat 
waar en waarom is dat zo, en waarom is dat zo eigenlijk in de islam? Zo heel aanvallend en heel.. ik voelde mij echt 
aangevallen om mijn identiteit. Ja, dat was verschrikkelijk. Ik wist niet wat dat er mij overkwam en ik vond dat heel 
racistisch. En ik vond dat verschrikkelijk. Dat was zo een van de eerste keren dat ik zo.. ervaren heb wat dat racisme was. 
Dus eigenlijk op mijn 18
de
 of 19
de
. … Ik ben eigenlijk bij feminisme terecht gekomen via racisme [antiracistische strijd]. 
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Religion, religious influences or principles, are not really a part of my ‘feminist conviction’. 
Regarding certain themes I encounter as a person (for example, the fact that I am in a mixed 
relationship), I have used religious arguments to try to defend myself and my choice facing 
Muslims, such as my parents. In that case, I tried to enforce my freedom of choice facing 
them, purely because they think and speak in religious terms. But apart from that I am not a 
feminist because Allah approves of it. I have a religious, Islamic, upbringing and this is part of 
my identity. It is difficult to disconnect, to see it separately from who I am. My religious 
practice did decline strongly throughout the years, but I do connect to a number of principles I 
find beautiful (and that you find in many religions and spiritualities): in short, human values 
and the concept of fate. I do not mean fatalistic thinking in terms of what will happen to you in 
your life, but rather as an instrument to process issues, to be able to situate them. For example, 
in the case of loss or something like that, I try to deal with it [by thinking] that it might have a 
reason, and that it might be good this way.
143
   
 
Similar to Aylin, Pareesa spoke during the interview about the problem of unwanted 
questioning. In her case, the experience of continuously being questioned is exacerbated by 
the fact that she is the child of what is seen as a mixed marriage of a non-Muslim white 
mother and a Muslim father of Pakistani background. Upon my inquiry whether she identifies 
with a certain religion or religious background, she told me that such questions always make 
her feel uncomfortable.  
 
As soon people know I am half Pakistani and half Belgian, the next question is always: “So, 
are you Muslim?” To me that sometimes comes across as: are you one of us or not? Do you 
belong or not? … Yes, I do identify with that [Islam]. But I do not always feel like answering: 
yes, I am a Muslim or I am this or that. I think it is.. personal. Well, it is especially because, I 
think, I often have views that do not correspond to.. mainstream Muslims.. or Islam. … That 
doesn’t mean I am not a Muslim (sighs). But it [the question] is again [meant to determine] 
you belong and someone else does not belong. Those issues disturbs me.
144
   
 
Pareesa further explains that she is fed up with proving all the time she is a ‘real’ Muslim to 
Muslims who doubt that because of her non-Muslim mother. She desires to be acknowledged 
as a Muslim in a more self-evident way because she identifies with Islam and the Islamic 
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 Voor mezelf maakt religie, religieuze invloeden, principes niet echt een deel uit van mijn 'feministische overtuiging'. 
Maar voor een paar thema's waar ik mee in aanraking kom als persoon (bijvoorbeeld zgn. gemengde relatie) heb ik wel ooit 
religieuze argumenten gebruikt om mezelf en mijn keuze te verdedigen tegen religieuze (islamitische) mensen zoals mijn 
ouders. In dit geval heb ik dus mijn vrijheid van keuze trachten af te dwingen bij deze mensen, puur omdat zij ook in 
religieuze termen denken, spreken. Maar voor de rest ben ik geen feministe omdat Allah dat OK vindt. […] Ik ben religieus, 
islamitisch opgevoed en dus maakt dat ene deel uit van mijn identiteit. Het is moeilijk om het los te maken, los te zien van 
wie ik ben. Mijn praktiseren is met de jaren wel ferm afgezwakt maar ik draag wel een aantal principes mee die ik mooi vind 
(en hetgeen eigenlijk in veel religies, spiritualiteitsvormen terug komt): menselijke waarden, om het kort uit te drukken en 
het concept van 'lot': hiermee bedoel ik niet het fatalistisch denken in wat er met je leven gebeurt of zal gebeuren, maar 
eerder een middel om zaken te verwerken, te kunnen plaatsen. Bijvoorbeeld, in geval van verlies ofzo, tracht ik er zo mee 
om te gaan dat dit wellicht een bepaalde reden zal hebben, en dat 't mogelijk wel goed is zo.  
144
 Want als mensen dan weten van ik ben half Pakistaans en half Belgisch, dan is de volgende vraag: ben je moslim dan? 
Dat is zo van.. dat komt soms bij mij over van ben je eens van ons of niet? Hoor je er wel bij of niet? … Ja, en uhm ja, ik 
identificeer mij daar wel mee. Maar ik heb niet altijd zin om te zeggen van ja, ik ben moslim of ik ben dit of ik ben dat. Ik 
vind dat.. iets persoonlijks. Goh, ook vooral omdat ik denk ik vaak visies heb die niet altijd aansluiten bij.. mainstream 
moslims.. of islam. … Dat wil niet zeggen dat ik dan geen moslim ben, maar (zucht) ja. Dat is dan weer zo van jij hoort erbij 
en een ander hoort er dan niet bij. Dat zijn zo de dingen die mij storen. 
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upbringing she received from her father. At the same time, she feels that the existing 
categories of self-naming confine her, as she would rather maintain a certain openness 
regarding religious belonging, through for example connecting to both an Islamic and 
Christian background at the same time. However, in Pareesa’s experience, people do not 
understand or acknowledge a simultaneous identifying with both Islam and Christianity. Such 
a double religious belonging seems to be to most people unimaginable, or in the words of 
Afsaneh Najmabadi an ‘unavailable intersection’ (2008), and therefore a socially unattainable 
position to speak from. 
 Lamia was the only one who described herself during the interview explicitly as a 
‘secular Muslim’. Her secularity is exceptional, as she does not regard her secular positioning 
as devoid of political meaning. She explains that she is currently not engaged in religious 
practice and that emancipatory readings of Islamic texts and traditions do not mean anything 
for her feminist and anti-racist work. At the same time, Lamia’s secularity does not tie in with 
dominant views that define ‘good’ Muslim women as secular, rational, docile and assimilated 
to the majority culture. Hers is a critical one as it deliberately aims at making visible a wide 
range of possible Muslim identities and positionings – not only religious, but also secular 
ones. At the same time, Lamia’s perspective pleads for taking up a stance of solidarity whith 
those who feel hurt and excluded regarding their religious identities and sensibilities as a 
result of secular questionings and disciplining measures. Lamia explains: 
  
But you see, I always felt that it is an important signal towards the Muslim community to 
show that you can be Muslim in many ways. It is not only wearing a headscarf that makes one 
a Muslim. It is not only through practicing a lot, or how should I put that, being secular 
doesn’t necessarily mean that you aren’t considering or supporting the Muslim community in 
certain issues. Such as regarding the headscarf. In the case of ella, some of our members spoke 
out against headscarf bans while they do not wear headscarves themselves. They emphasised 
solidarity with their veiled sisters. To show that whether you wear a headscarf or not, you are 
in solidarity with that struggle. Whether you pray or not, or whether you practice a lot or not. 
When it comes to the antiracist struggle, we are in solidarity.
145
 
 
Lamia emphasises the need for women’s solidarity and activism crossing boundaries of 
religiosity and secularity, in this case among women of Muslim backgrounds and upbringing 
(Zine 2006). She argues that a secular perspective and way of life does not mean that making 
connections to religious sensibilities, for example in antiracist struggles, cannot be made. She 
uses the word ‘sister’ to underline the connections between women of ethnic minorities, a 
term that can be understood both in a secular sense – of being ethnic minority sisters in 
feminist struggle – or in a religious sense – as being sisters in Islam – or as having a secular 
and religious meaning at the same time. 
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 Maar pas op, ik heb dus wel altijd gevonden dat het naar de moslim gemeenschap een signaal zou zijn van dat je moslim 
kan zijn op verschillende manieren. En dat is niet enkel het dragen van de hoofddoek dat je moslim bent. … En dat het niet 
enkel is door heel praktiserend te zijn dat je, of hoe zal ik het zeggen, dat seculier zijn niet noodzakelijk betekent dat je 
bepaalde kwesties van de moslimgemeenschap niet genegen is en dat je er niet achter staat. Zoals de hoofddoek. En ik 
denk dat ella op een bepaalde manier [woord onverstaanbaar] naar voren schuiven van vrouwen die het verbod bestreden, 
maar dat deden terwijl dat ze zelf geen hoofddoek droegen. En zo solidariteit met de zusters die een hoofddoek dragen om 
dat heel erg in de verf te zetten. En aan te geven van kijk of je er nu een draagt of niet, ge zijt solidair met die strijd. Of dat 
ge nu bidt of niet, of dat je nu heel erg praktiseert of niet. Rond de antiracistische agenda zijn we gewoon solidair. 
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 Ayse also narrates religiosity as ideally an individualised and secularised construct. 
She is the only ella member who considers herself as being primarily a ‘spiritual person’. The 
next subsection explores which perspectives and practices this self-description comprises. The 
topic of European Muslim women’s constructions of spirituality is an underexplored field, 
and deserves much more in-depth engagement in future research on women, religion, 
secularity and spirituality.  
 
 
9.5.2. Muslim Spirituality  
 
Ayse describes both herself and her partner as…  
 
…very spiritual persons. We are open-minded, we are rather cosmopolitan, I think, and we 
love to feel the energy of another person and deal with that, [instead of thinking in terms of] 
something that determines what you should or should not do.
146
   
 
Ayse traces her spiritual roots through the religious practices of her father, a migrant from 
Turkey, who loved to pray for the souls of his mother, his deceased wife and the Catholic nun 
he knew during his early years in Belgium by lighting candles in a pilgrim Catholic Church in 
a suburb of Ghent. Ayse emphasises the beauty of her father’s religious practice and his 
attitude towards his neighbours as he did not make distinctions based upon religious-cultural 
backgrounds in the way he approached and treated them.  
Ayse is a member of the volunteer section of ella. In her grassroots work educating 
poor women in Brussels, many of them Muslim women of migrant and lower social class 
backgrounds, Ayse finds it important to convey progressive and emancipatory readings of 
Islamic faith and traditions when the discussions among women address religious belief and 
practice. As many women are mothers, she feels it is important to support them in raising 
their daughters in ways that are geared towards the daughters’ needs instead of limiting them 
in the name of religion. For example, she uses the story about the relationship between the 
prophet Muhammad and his first wife Khadija, to argue for women’s rights. Katherine Brown 
(2006) shows on the basis of her analysis of the narratives of British Muslim women the 
importance of the stories about the wives of the prophet Muhamad in these women’s 
understanding and demanding of rights. As Brown writes,  
 
[H]istorical figures and women referred to in the Qur’an and Sunnah provide challenges to the 
assumption that Islam requires women to abstain from the public sphere. […] The legitimacy 
of this strategy requires the recognition of an Islamic history, a continuous path which Muslim 
women today can recount and draw upon in their identity and rights constructions (2006: 425-
426). 
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 We zijn heel spirituele mensen. Maar we staan open, we zijn veel meer wereldmensen denk ik, en dat we graag de 
energie van iemand aanvoelen en dan daarmee willen omgaan, [eerder dat] dan [iets] dat bepaald wat je wel of niet moet 
doen. 
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In Ayse’s narrative, the example of Khadija is employed to demonstrate that within Islam 
women have the right to be financially independent, to make their own decisions, and to 
choose their partner. Ayse employs religious argumentations to demonstrate that Islam is 
diverse regarding meanings and practices and to make the women she encounters reconsider 
their own opinions in light of this diversity. She explains: 
 
Sometimes they [the women in my classes] insist and say: “no, our culture, our girls are 
separated and the boys are separated.” In that case, I go many many years back into the history 
of Islam. And I say: “do you know who was the first Muslim feminist?” And they look at me 
while they think. And I say: “it was Khadija, the wife of the prophet Muhammad. She was an 
older lady and he was a young man. She was a business woman and [he] the young man who 
served her. She asked him to marry her, and it remained a monogamous marriage until her 
death. For me, she is the first feminist in Islam. An elderly lady who run her own business.” 
Yes. [And then the women respond:] “Ah yes, now that you mention it.” Sometimes you need 
to confront them with their own personalities or the values that exist within the culture and the 
religion. They often do not reflect upon that.
147
   
 
While Leila Ahmed remarks that counting Khadija as the first woman (or one of the first 
women) of Islam is misleading as she was for most of her life a Jahiliyya (pre-Islamic) 
woman (1989: 665-666), the narrative of Ayse demonstrates that speaking of Khadija 
precisely as the first woman of Islam can lead to emancipatory interpretations, arguments and 
outcomes. It is one of the ways in which Ayse attempts to counter conservative voices and 
perspectives, which are in her experience since recent years on the rise among Muslim women 
and girls. She wants to bring in different points of view when possible. Ayse feels it to be her 
responsibility to make everyone in the classes she leads feel welcome and appreciated. In 
order to make all women feel at home and not allow conservative voices to be dominant, she 
insists on keeping religious opions ‘private issues’ as much as possible, as she puts it. Ayse 
explains:  
 
So I encounter a lot of diversity within the women’s group. But in my group, what happens is 
that I invite women or persons who can speak in a very diverse way about Islam, who are 
open-minded. And who do not just confirm what they read or heard from others. I notice that 
women start to read more in the Qur’an, and texts. But these are often situated within a certain 
direction, in my opinion a rather extreme direction. So they stick to extreme thoughts. [In the 
sense that] As a woman I am not allowed to do this or that. And that sticks with them. […] So 
there is space for religion, but they [the women in her classes] are not allowed to correct each 
other. That is important for us. So we work with women, and have ourselves an Islamic 
background. I mean, we do take that into account. When they correct each other and say: “It 
should be this way”, or “You do not wear your headscarf in the proper way”, than I respond to 
                                                          
147 En als ze soms echt blijven [zeggen] van ja maar nee, onze cultuur, en onze meisjes zijn apart en de jongens zijn apart. 
Dan ga ik heeel ver terug in de geschiedenis van de islam. En dan zeg ik: weet ge wie dat de eerste moslim feministe was? 
En dan kijken ze zo: uhm.. En dan zeg ik: dat was Khadija, de vrouw van de profeet Mohammed. Dat was een oudere dame 
en hij was een jonge man. Ze was een zakenvrouw en de jonge man die voor haar werkte, toen zij hem ten huwelijk heeft 
gevraagd, is hij altijd monogaam geweest tot haar dood. Zij was voor mij de eerste feministe binnen de islam. Een dame op 
leeftijd die een eigen zaak [woorden onverstaanbaar] zoveel na Christus. Ja. [En dan reageren de vrouwen:] Ah ja, nu dat ge 
het zegt. Soms moet ge ze efkes confronteren met hun eigen persoonlijkheden of waarden die leven binnen de eigen 
cultuur en binnen de eigen religie. Men staat daar zelf niet bij stil.  
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that. I say: “Sorry ladies, you should do that at home or elsewhere, but not here.” Because I 
find it important, it should be possible to talk about it, but in a organised and structured 
manner. I do not allow them to pick on each other. To look at each other and determine who is 
properly engaged [with Islam] and who is not.
148
  
 
These experiences of social control at work, and also a larger social-cultural context that 
constructs ‘proper religiosity’ as an issue situated at the level of private individual 
responsibility, lead Ayse to speak of religion as ideally an individual matter. In her narrative, 
Islam becomes a religion that is very much about the individual personal relationship with 
God. For Ayse, when Islam is understood as a religion that is about collective practice, 
religion becomes a collective responsibility. This can be detrimental to women’s individual 
rights and choices. She articulates this problematic as such: 
 
Everyone should have his own religion. Whether you are strict, or strongly believe, or less 
strongly believe. You will have to take up your responsibility facing God, you will have to 
justify yourself and tell about things. But it is not your job to tell her how she should dress 
herself, what she can or cannot eat, that is not your job. That is her own issue, and later on she 
will have to justify herself in front of God. In Islam we believe that at the Day of Judgement 
you will have to explain. […] So I feel that it should be private, even though Islam is also 
collective. But I think that because of the fact that we are part of a kind of ‘we-culture’, Islam 
also becomes ‘we’. But in fact, Islam is very individual. It has nothing to do with ‘we’, it has 
nothing to do with the collective. And sometimes that is taken out of its context. So the fact 
that we don’t have a hierarchy in Islam and that we do not have to see a priest for confession 
but you can turn to God personally, makes it into a personal event. Yes, I mean, it is 
something between me and God. It is about my own faith. But cultural life is so much 
intertwined with the religious, and the religious is intertwined with the cultural. That is why 
there are interfaces and it becomes a whole, and everyone feels responsible for everyone. And 
that is dangerous.
149
  
                                                          
148
 Dus ik zit met een diversiteit in de groep van vrouwen. Maar in mijn groep wat er juist gebeurt, ik nodig juist vrouwen uit 
of mensen uit die op een heel diverse manier over islam kunnen vertellen, die heel open zijn. En die niet alleen wat dat zij 
gelezen hebben of gehoord hebben van anderen nog kan bevestigen. Ik merk dat vrouwen veel meer gaan lezen, de Qur’an, 
teksten. Maar soms ook van een bepaalde richting, nogal, voor mij, een extreme richting. Dus ze blijven ook met die 
extreme gedachten. [Zo van] Ik als vrouw mag dit niet of dat niet en dat blijft allemaal bij. […] Dus er is ruimte voor religie, 
maar ze mogen mekaar niet corrigeren. Dat stellen wij wel voorop. Dus ja, we werken zelf met vrouwen, we hebben zelf 
een islamitische achtergrond en ik heb nog een collega. Ja, ik bedoel, dus daar wordt wel rekening mee gehouden. En als ze 
mekaar corrigeren van zeg, dat moet zo of je sjaaltje [sluier] zit niet goed en je moet het op deze manier. Dan ga ik daar wel 
op in. Dan ga ik daar wel op in. Dan zeg ik van sorry dames, doet dat thuis of ergens anders, maar niet hier he. Omdat ik het 
belangrijk vind dat, er moet over kunnen gepraat worden, maar op een georganiseerde en gestructureerde manier. Ik laat 
niet toe dat ze daar [gaan van] jij en ik en na-na-na, dat is gewoon om mekaar.. te pakken he. Om mekaar te zien van ben jij 
goed bezig of ben jij niet goed bezig? 
149 …en ik zeg ook van kijk, elk zijn religie he. Of dat je fel bent, of veel gelooft of minder gelooft he. Jij zal straks tegenover 
God uw verantwoordelijkheid moeten nemen en uw eigen moeten verantwoorden of dingen moeten vertellen. Maar het 
ligt niet aan jou om aan haar te zeggen hoe dat zij zich moet kleden, hoe dat zij zich moet gedragen, wat zij wel of niet mag 
eten, dat ligt niet aan jou. Dat is haar ding, en zij moet dat ook straks tegenover God, vanuit islam gelooft men erin dat 
straks de Dag des Oordeels uw uitleg daar moet doen. […] Voor mijn gevoel moet dat in het privé blijven, al is islam ook 
collectief enzovoort. Maar vind ik het dan, allee het is te zeggen: door het feit dat wij in een soort wij-cultuur zitten, wordt 
islam ook ‘wij’. Maar in feite is islam heel individueel. Het heeft niks met het ‘wij’ te maken, het heeft niks met het 
collectieve te maken. En dat wordt soms uit de context gehaald. Dus het feit dat wij geen hiërarchie hebben binnen islam 
en dat je niet voor een priester moet ten biecht gaan maar je kan je persoonlijk richten tot God, is het ook een persoonlijk 
gebeuren. Ja, ik bedoel, het is tussen mij en God. Dat gaat over mijn eigen geloof. Maar het culturele leven is zo verweven 
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Ayse feels that Islam is a private and non-political issue. She opposes Islam implicitly to 
Catholicism, by referring to the notion of a direct relationship between the individual and 
God, and the mainstream Sunni rejection of a strict hierarchical difference between clerics 
and lay people. In combination with her emphasis on the important roles played by the wives 
of the prophet Muhammad, Islam is narrated by Ayse as a religion that is intrinsically about 
equality and a personal relationship with God. From this perspective, practices of hierarchy, 
inequality and exclusion can be attributed to a historical, cultural and social context, keeping 
religion free of blame. Ayse describes her spirituality as based upon these characteristics of 
Islam. This spiritual positioning is a gendered one, as Ayse utilises religious stories to support 
the increase of women’s possibilities and participation in economic and social life.   
 
 
9.5.3. Non-Religion  
 
Not only religion but also the lack of religion has proved to be amenable for study (Bullivant 
& Lee 2012). In this field of the study of non-religion, scholars observe that non-religious 
people in many countries tend to be male rather than female, to live in particular geographical 
areas, and to be better educated that average (Mahlamaki 2012, Voas & McAndrew 2012). 
This means that not only religious identification and commitment is gendered, but “non-
religiosity and secularity are gendered too (Mahlamaki 2012: 60). Especially women with 
feminist attitudes tend to be more often non-religious compared to women in general (Aune 
2011, Mahlamaki 2012). However, very little research paid attention to the relationship 
between non-religion, feminism and women’s viewpoints and experiences (Mahlamki 2012: 
62).  
Similar to a growing number of women who are distancing from religion, ella 
members who describe themselves as non-religious do not identify as convinced atheists 
(Mahlamaki 2012: 64). For example, the narrative of ella volunteer Elena demonstrates an 
interesting negotiating with Islam, but coming from a different starting point compared to the 
ways in which ella members of Muslim backgrounds construct their positionings. As a child 
of a white Belgian mother and a Senegalese father, during her childhood she was adopted by a 
white Catholic family. Elena had a Catholic upbringing, but today her relationship towards 
Catholic faith and practice is one of distance and indifference. Unlike some of the narratives 
of VOK members, Elena does not narrate her relationship with Catholicism as one of conflict 
and antagonism. In her experience, her choice to withdraw from religious practice during her 
adolescence was accepted by her family. As an adult, she married a Muslim man of 
Senegalese background and became interested in Islam. She narrates her explorations in Islam 
in the following words: 
 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
met het religieuze en het religieuze met het culturele. En daardoor ja zijn al die raakvlakken en dat wordt dan een groot 
geheel en iedereen voelt zich verantwoordelijk voor iedereen. En dan loopt het wel gevaar.  
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My son received an Islamic name-giving ritual. My ex-partner was a Muslim. And I read a lot 
about Islam to understand more. But I did not feel like converting, no. There were many things 
that appealed to me. Or that I found very beautiful.. yes. You start discovering things you 
didn’t know about. Yes. What I feel is beautiful, like in Catholicism, is charity and 
forgiveness. Yes, those are beautiful things, beautiful values. And I do find them in Islam. But 
on the other hand.. I read many books with prescripts for women. Those were outright sexist 
things, I really found the things written there horrible. And I can’t deal with that. Anyway, the 
notion of God. I do not believe in that. So, no. It doesn’t appeal to me. But I do understand that 
many people do find their way there. And they do not necessarily become sexist. And deal 
with it in that way. So I have a lot of respect for others. But it is not for me.
150
  
 
While there is a lot of research on women in West-European countries converting to Islam 
(Franks 2010, McGinty 2007, van Nieuwkerk 2006, Sultan 1999), there is no research dealing 
with the question of why women who have considered conversion eventually decided not to 
do so. In the case of Elena, her feminist perspective and sensibilities were a reason – there 
might have been other reasons, but these were adressed in our conversation – she decided she 
did not want to convert to Islam. As Kristin Aune (2011) argues, feminist engagements 
influence women’s religiosities, often leading them to either withdraw from institutionalised 
religion and turn to spirituality or non-believing instead. Elena’s questioning of religion from 
a non-believing skeptical and feminist perspective differs, however, from the way Islam is 
often discussed in public debates, as her narrative does not tie in with a racist or Islamophobic 
discourse that essentialises Islam and homogenises Muslims as per definition sexist and 
oppressive of women. In line with recent research on Muslim women’s emancipatory 
interpretations of Islam in the context of Flanders and French-speaking Belgium (Silvestri 
2008, Vanderwaeren 2004), Elena acknowledges the existence of other ways of experiencing 
Islamic practice and religiosity that might allow for (more) equality between women and men. 
It could be that she sensed that it is a more comfortable position to construct emancipatory 
faith and practices for women who are born Muslim, and therefore question inequalities 
within religious communities from the inside, instead of embarking upon this questioning and 
reconstructing as a convert, who will be perceived as partly insider and partly outsider. 
However, Elena herself did not make this final reflection. 
 Two other ella members I interviewed defined themselves as non-religious. Karlien 
identifies as a ‘non-believer’. She mentions that she went to a Catholic school and therefore 
has a certain basic understanding of Catholicism, however, her parents raised her with no 
attention for issues of religious faith or practice. Upon my inquiry whether her feminist 
engagement in any way touches upon her worldview, she replied shortly that this is not the 
case. While Karlien was very short on this topic, Vera was able to elaborate more on being 
                                                          
150
 Ja, de naamgeving. Dus mijn ex was dan moslim. En dan heb ik wel heel veel gelezen over de islam ook om het beter te 
begrijpen. Niet dat ik zin had om mij te bekeren of zo. Nee. Er waren heel veel dingen dat mij wel aansprak. Of dat ik heel 
mooi vond en uhm.. ja. Je ontdekt dingen dat je niet weet. Ja. Wat ik mooi vind, en dat vind ik ook mooi in het katholicisme, 
die naastenliefde en vergeving. Ja allee, ik vind dat heel mooie dingen, heel mooie waarden. En dat vind ik ook wel in de 
islam voor een groot deel. Dat is heel mooi. Maar anderzijds.. ik las ook heel veel van die boeken met van die voorschriften 
voor de vrouwen. Allee, ronduit seksistische dingen, ik vond dat echt vreselijk de dingen die daarin stonden. En daar kan ik 
dan totaal niet mee om. Ja, sowieso het idee van God. Ik geloof daar niet in. Dus, nee. Het spreekt mij niet aan. Maar ik 
begrijp heel goed dat veel mensen daar wel hun weg in vinden. En daar ook niet noodzakelijk seksistisch van worden. En er 
op die manier mee om gaan. Dus alle respect voor anderen. Maar niet voor mij.  
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non-religious. Vera’s positioning differs from that of Elena, because she explicitly affirms her 
Catholic background in a positive way. In the following subsection I analyse Vera’s non-
religious positioning in terms of cultural Catholicism.  
 
 
9.5.4. Cultural Religion 
 
During the interview, Vera compared the lack of questioning she receives regarding her 
religious background with the continuous questioning her Muslim ella colleagues have to face 
on a daily basis. She realises that her white and non-religious stance is a much more self-
evident and accepted position than that of those belonging to Muslim minority communities. 
She told me that in ella, she learned that religion is a very subjective and individual issue, and 
that religiosity is differently constructed for each individual Muslim woman. She sees a 
parallel with the notion of emancipation, which also, according to Vera, receives meaning and 
substance through individual perspectives and trajectories. She narrates about these issues as 
such: 
 
I was baptised and I did my confirmation, and so on. I think that my family, well maybe not 
my parents but my grandparents, expect a marriage in church.. If I get married, they expect 
that, I think. My grandparents are really Catholic. But with my parents it hardly exists. So how 
should I describe myself? I do not have a connection to it. But if they would like me to marry 
in church, I will do that. I do not have principal objections against it. But I do not deal with it. 
That is something I do not deal with at all. Something I learned here in ella is that everyone 
freely determines that. It is a very subjective notion, religion. How many times are my 
colleagues asked: “So you are Muslim? But you eat pork?” Or: “Don’t you pray five times a 
day?” And the more people I meet, the more I see this is very subjective. Just like 
emancipation. And culture, too (laughing). But I actually don’t deal with religion. I do find it 
interesting. I do not have an aversion towards religion, or something like that. I do like to 
know more about it. About habits and traditions. I find it interesting. But I do not regard 
myself as Catholic.
151
        
 
                                                          
151 Ik ben wel zo gedoopt en ik heb mijn vormsel gedaan en zo. Ik denk dat mijn familie ook wel, allee misschien niet mijn 
ouders, maar mijn grootouders, verwachten dat ik ook wel kerkelijk huwelijk.. als ik trouw, dan zouden ze dat wel 
verwachten, denk ik. Mijn grootouders zijn wel echt katholiek. Maar bij mijn ouders zit dat er helemaal niet meer in, allee of 
bijna niet meer in. Dus hoe zou ik mijzelf dan omschrijven? Ik heb er eigenlijk ook helemaal geen band mee. Als zij graag 
hebben dat ik in de kerk trouw bijvoorbeeld, dan wil ik dat wel doen. Allee, ik heb er ook geen principiële bezwaren tegen. 
Maar ik ben er helemaal niet mee bezig. Dat is iets waar dat ik echt helemaal niet mee bezig ben. En dat is iets dat ik ook 
trouwens hier [bij ella] geleerd heb. Dat is weer zoiets dat iedereen heel vrij invult. Dat is ook hier weer een heel subjectief 
begrip, religie. Allee, hoeveel keer krijgen wij ook niet de opmerking.. ‘wij’ zeg ik dan, mijn collega’s dan. Zo van ah, gij zijt 
moslim, maar gij eet wel varkensvlees of gij bidt geen vijf keer per dag? En dat is ook iets dat met hoe meer mensen dat ik 
ontmoet, hoe meer dat ik inzie dat dat ook allemaal heel subjectief is. Net zoals emancipatie. En cultuur (lacht). Ja. Maar ik 
ben er eigenlijk, met religie ben ik eigenlijk echt niet bezig. Ik vind het wel interessant. […] Het is niet zo dat ik een afkeer 
heb van religie of zo. Ik wil er wel meer over weten. Over gebruiken en over tradities. Dat vind ik wel interessant. Maar ik 
zou mijzelf niet beschouwen als katholiek of zo.  
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Vera describes her current connection to her Catholic background and upbringing as one of 
religious indifference. As she never experienced a relationship of conflict with Catholic faith 
or practice, she does not position herself in an antagonistic way vis-à-vis her Catholic 
background. To make her family happy, if necessary, Vera does not mind to have a Catholic 
marriage. She moreover told me that when abroad, and people ask her about her religion, she 
also doesn’t hesitate to identify as Christian or to tell in an affirmative way about her Catholic 
upbringing. Based on Demerath III’s definition of ‘cultural religion’ as “a sense of personal 
identity and continuity with the past [afforded by religion] even after participation in ritual 
and belief have lapsed” (2000: 127), I label Vera’s positioning as a culturally Catholic one. 
N.J. Demerath III explains the inherent contradiction of the concept ‘cultural religion’: 
 
In many societies around the world – and perhaps especially in Europe – cultural religion may 
represent the single largest category of religious orientation. But there is a paradoxical, even 
oxymoronic quality to cultural religion. It involves a lable that is self-applied even though it is 
not selfaffirmed. It is a way of being religiously connected without being religiously active. It 
is a recognition of a religious community but with a lapsed commitment to the core practices 
around which the community originally formed. It is a tribute to the religious past that offers 
little confidence for the religious future (2000: 137).  
 
 
9.6. Conclusion  
 
This chapter presented the case study on ella, knowledge centre gender and ethnicity. It 
investigated how ella constructs understandings of religion and the secular through feminist 
perpectives and practices. I first focused on the ways in which ella includes religion in its 
antiracist and feminist agenda with implicit connections to U.S. Black feminist traditions of 
reading religion. The second topic of analysis was ella’s support of progressive religious 
understandings of gender and sexual diversity. Finally, I examined individual identities and 
positionings in terms of secularity, spirituality and non-religion as they emerge from the 
interview narratives. This case study showed how ella’s perspectives and practices challenge 
current local understandings about monotheist religions and women’s and LGB’s 
emancipation.    
 In ella’s anti-racist and feminist agenda, religion is included in several ways. However, 
ella does not focus primarily on religion as a field of oppression or emancipation, but 
considers religion as one of several axes of identity and social positioning upon which 
discrimination, negotiation or emancipation can be configured. In other words, religion is 
taken into account in ella’s intersectional perspectives and practices. Second, the 
organisation’s choice for the name ella implicitly includes progressive religious values in the 
struggle against oppression. As ‘ella’ is a shortage of the first name of U.S. Black slave 
Isabella Sojourner Truth, and explicitly links to the name of U.S. Black feminist theorist bell 
hooks, links are created to Black feminist constructions of religion and spirituality that 
emphasise equality between women and men and a struggle against inequality and oppression 
on the basis of racism and sexism. Third, religion is present in ella’s antiracist agenda through 
its support for Muslim women who wear the headscarf and through ella’s critique of negative 
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representations of Muslim women as oppressed by a patriarchal religion and community and 
‘in need of saving’. At times, ella includes in its antiracist agenda the voices and experiences 
of Jewish women as well. 
 Secondly, ella’s support of progressive religious interpretations of gender and sexual 
diversity does not mean that ella proactively argues against conservative religious 
perspectives or provides its own liberatory readings. ella does, however, convey knowledge 
about religious debates, including progressive interpretations, within Judaism, Christianity 
and Islam. ella takes up a dialogical attitude that does not close the door to those holding 
conservative religious points of view. While ella is considered to be a secular organisation and 
does not present itself as having religious expertise or authority, it recognises that the 
conveying of knowledge of religious sources and interpretations is part of supporting the 
emancipation of women and LGB’s within their own religious minority communities. 
Through this practice of conveying religious knowledge, ella blurs the boundaries between 
secular and religious feminism and women’s organisations. This way, ella intends to enlarge 
the space for religious individuals to construct religiosities that are affirming of their rights, 
identities and non-mainstream social, religious and sexual practices. ella brings in religious 
language and authoritative voices into its projects when it feels that religious arguments, 
understandings and authority are important for the groups it wants to reach. At the same time, 
ella implicitly puts religious readings that refer to gender and sexual equality to the fore as 
more authoritative than religious readings that argue for social life based upon inequality and 
hierarchy between men and women, and heterosexuals and non-heterosexuals. It does so 
through its position regarding religious authority that calls for engaging in a critical attitude 
and acts of judgements vis-à-vis authority, power and legitimation. I argued that for that 
reason, ella can be seen as an implicit agent of religious reform. Finally, in the work of ella, 
there is no conflict between using either secular or religious feminist strategies. ella puts 
solidarity with and among secular and religious women of various ethnic backgrounds central, 
for example in the struggle against headscarf bans. It does so by emphasising convergences in 
the experiences of women with racism, sexism and other mechanisms of exclusion, instead of 
emphasising divergences between women regarding secular and religious points of view, 
practices and experiences.  
 The third case study examined the construction of various individual secular, spiritual 
and non-religious positionings and identities by ella members. I analysed these individual 
positionings through labeling them as secular Muslims, Muslim spirituality and non-religion. 
I argue that the various constructions of secular, spiritual and non-religious positionings and 
identities of ella members need to be situated within and considered as outcomes of a Flemish 
society in which the white majority population is increasingly secular, and Islamic practices in 
the public sphere are increasingly problematised. I showed that the secular positionings of ella 
members with Muslim backgrounds emerge within the contexts of a wider Flemish society 
that questions Muslim religiosity and belonging, as well as vis-à-vis norms about being 
Muslim that circulate within Muslim communities in Flanders. As ‘non-mainstream’ 
Muslims, and maybe also due to commitments to feminism, antiracism and the notion of free 
choice, ella members narrate religion as a private and personal issue, and construct for 
themselves secular liberal positionings. Lamia’s narration about being a secular Muslim was 
exceptional, as her secularity is intended to convey a critical point of view. I analysed the 
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Muslim spiritual positioning in terms of a self-identification build upon non-hierarchical 
understandings of Islam as a religion that puts the private personal relationship with God 
central. Moreover, I demonstrated that the study of women’s non-religion yields interesting 
results through, for example, a focus upon the decision to not convert, or paying attention to 
the degree of taking up a distance and/or affirmative attitude regarding one’s religious 
background. I argued that feminist perspectives and engagements influence women’s 
secularities, spirituality and non-religion, which can be therefore explicitly gendered 
positionings in the sense that being a woman makes a difference in the construction of these 
positionings. Future research should pay further attention to women’s secularities, 
spiritualities and non-religion, and particularly to the ways in which feminist and women’s 
organisations contribute to shaping new tendencies in religion, spirituality, secularity and non-
religion in West-European countries.      
This case study shows that ella’s feminist and antiracist perspectives and practices 
construct understandings of religion and emancipation that challenge dominant assumptions 
regarding religion, in particular Islam, as not supportive of gender equality and sexual 
diversity, and women’s and LGB rights and emancipation. In ella’s perspectives and 
practices, religion is configured through rethinking the field of religious interpretation and 
putting forward progressive religious understandings that fit principles of gender and sexual 
equality. Feminism is defined through starting from the perspectives, needs and desires of 
ethnic minority women and girls, and thus rejecting white women’s emancipatory trajectories 
as the normative model. The case study also demonstrates the ways in which ella members 
construct individual secular, spiritual and non-religious positionings.  
 The analyses made in this chapter challenge feminist theorist to further research for 
example, the issue of the travelling of feminist stories such as the one of Sojourner Truth 
through the question of what this travelling to various contexts means and enables; the 
different strategies and languages of secular and religious ethnic minority feminists and the 
question of what these do or do not enable; the convergences and divergences of feminist, 
antiracist and religious claims; and the variety of constructions of religious, spiritual, secular 
and non-religious positionings by ethnic minority feminists in West-European contexts and 
the role of differences among them regarding ethnicity, class and sexuality.  
 After having presented the fourth case study, the next chapter provides the fifth and 
final case study of this dissertation. Chapter 9 investigates Femma, a large Christian women’s 
organisation that is part of the Catholic pillar in Flanders.    
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Chapter 10. Repositioning a Christian Women’s Organisation in a 
Secularised Society    
 
 
10.1. Introduction  
 
This chapter presents the fifth and final case study of this dissertation, which focuses upon the 
women’s organisation Femma, formerly called Christian Working-Class Women (Kristelijke 
Arbeiders Vrouwen – KAV).152 Using the concepts of religion and the secular, the case study 
investigates how Femma’s viewpoints and practices and the invidual perspectives of its 
members construct understandings of religion, the secular and women’s emancipation. The 
topics of analysis are Femma’s recent construction of what is called women’s zingeving 
within the context of socio-cultural Christianity, the controversy over the recent name-change, 
and individual narratives about (non)religion and spirituality. The first topic, Femma’s 
construction of women’s zingeving, is split into three specific subtopics, which first discuss 
the history of the women’s organisation and its embeddedness in socio-cultural 
Christianity,
153
 after which Femma’s notion of women’s zingeving is analysed. The second 
topic of the controversy about the name-change distinguishes into subsections several aspects 
that are part of the debate, namely the generation argument, the implication of whiteness and 
secularity, and the role of Islamophobia. The third topic of individual narratives about 
(non)religion and spirituality distinguishes and investigates the categories of cultural religion, 
non-religion, female spirituality and Christian feminism. I will demonstrate that Femma’s 
practices construct the relationship between religion and women’s emancipation in ways that 
are both new and challenging as well as reinforcing of dominant and exclusivist 
understandings. I will also reveal the diversity of individual perspectives existing within 
Femma.  
 The main body of data are interviews, which were conducted between March and 
August 2013. I interviewed one national Femma director, two Femma staff members of the 
department called Femma Intercultural (of the regions Antwerp and Limburg), a former as 
well as the current Femma zingevingscoordinator, and two Femma volunteers active in setting 
up activities about cultural diversity (Kleurrijk in Antwerp) and zingeving (zingevingsworking 
group in West-Flanders). The research data also includes written materials, such as academic 
and popular literature about KAV/Femma, the Femma website, recent Femma magazines, 
Femma brochures, and Femma’s policy papers and reports.   
 My position as a researcher in relation to Femma is more clear-cut compared to my 
position as insider and/or outsider in relation to the organisations studied in the former case 
                                                          
152
 The women’s organisation’s former name Kristelijke Arbeiders Vrouwen is difficult to translate to English, as it refers to 
Christian women belonging to the working class, and connotes both the (house)wifes of Catholic male workers, as well as 
Catholic female workers. Trying to do justice to this double connotation of Catholic housewifes and Catholic female 
workers, I translate the women’s organisation’s name here to English as Christian Working-Class Women.   
153
 The Dutch term zingeving will be translated and explained in section 10.2.2 and further investigated in 10.2.3. 
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studies. I never belonged to Femma’s staff, nor to its volunteer section, and can fairly describe 
my position as being an outsider to this women’s organisation. Some of the written materials 
included as data are widely available, such as literature, Femma magazines, Femma brochures 
and the Femma website. However, as the director and staff members provided me with policy 
papers and (draft) reports they felt were relevant for my research, I was able to investigate 
material that is usually not available to outsiders to the women’s organisation. As Femma has, 
unlike the four other groups and organisations included in this dissertation, a long history and 
is a very large organisation with national and provincial offices, hundreds of local 
volunteering groups and thousands of members, I am only able to provide the reader with a 
glimpse of current developments in Femma. When it comes to individual perspectives on 
(non)religion and spirituality, I can only give a cursory glance on the diversity within Femma 
by means of analysing the seven interview narratives that are part of this case study. At the 
same time, the written material allows to investigate Femma’s main priorities and goals for 
the coming years, and therefore to analyse notions of religion, spirituality and women’s 
emancipation that are important for the women’s organisation at large, as they are part of 
Femma’s official language and policies. Also the analysis of narratives regarding experiences 
with the controversy about the name-change reveals junctures and fissures within Femma 
regarding ideals about the current direction of the women’s organisation.    
 I heard about Femma several times when collecting the research material for the 
former case studies. For example, the VOK spokeswoman suggested during our interview 
conversation I should start paying attention to Catholic women’s organisations in order to 
gain a broader picture about the diversity of feminisms and women’s organisations in 
Flanders and of feminist dealings with religion. She mentioned Femma as an interesting 
entrance to the field of Catholic women’s movements. Also, ella collaborates often with the 
staff members of Femma Intercultural in Brussels in developing workshops for members of 
ethnic minorities about gender and sexuality issues. One of the ella volunteers I interviewed is 
a staff member of Femma Intercultural in Brussels. She confirmed when I asked her whether 
she believes Femma could be the next case study of my research. Given the controversy over 
the name-change from KAV to Femma in Summer 2012, I became increasingly convinced 
that Femma could indeed be a good next starting point in my research. I expected that a case 
study of Femma would enable me to study the ‘majority experience’, in the sense that 
historically, the Catholic pillar is in Flanders the largest and most powerful pillar next to the 
Liberal and Socialist ones, and its political and social structures were supported by masses of 
Catholic believers. In my point of view, the fact that Femma was and is a mass women’s 
organisation and therefore plays an important political, social, cultural and religious role in 
Flanders, makes this women’s organisation an interesting case for researching religion, the 
secular and women’s emancipation in the current context of Flanders.  
 The present chapter opens with section 10.2 describing and analysing the history of 
Femma, its embeddedness in socio-cultural Christianity, and its recent construction of 
women’s zingeving. Section 10.3 investigates the controversy over the name-change and 
several aspects that are part of it. It focuses on generation, whiteness, secularity, Christianity 
and Islamophobia. Section 10.4 looks at individual perspectives and constructions of 
(non)religion and spirituality and reveals a diversity of positionings, such as cultural religion, 
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non-religion, spirituality and Christian feminism. The chapter concludes with a short 
summary of the main arguments and findings in 10.5. 
 
   
10.2. History Femma: Towards New Constructions of Women’s Zingeving  
 
 
10.2.1.  From Christian Working-Class Women to Femma    
 
Femma was officially established in the early 1930s as the Christian Working-Class Women’s 
movement (Kristelijke Arbeiders Vrouwen – KAV), not as an autonomous women’s 
movement but as embedded within the large Christian working class movement that is part of 
the Catholic pillar and led by men (Willems 2011). The Christian working class movement 
used to have an enormous popular support in Flanders (more than in French-speaking 
Wallonia) in terms of membership and active commitment of Catholic believers as it could 
more evidently draw, unlike the socialist workers’ movement, from a large and predominantly 
Catholic poor working class (Witte, Craybeckx & Meynen 2006, van Osselaer 2013). As 
historian Tine van Osselaer describes, at the end of the 19
th
 century, the Belgian Catholic 
Church created Catholic workers movements under clerical supervision that aimed at taking 
care of the workers’ material interests and political rights. These and other initiatives by the 
Catholic Church towards organising the laity had a protectionist goal: they were to protect the 
Catholic flock from secularisation through halting the de-christianising influence of socialism 
among the urban working class and keeping the rural areas entirely free of socialist initiatives 
(Dobbelaere 2010, van Osselaer 2013: 23). The Catholic working class movement realised the 
importance of ‘recruiting’ women into the movement and therefore founded women’s 
education groups in several Flemish cities under the supervision of local priests and pastors 
(Osaer 1991). According to historian Anton Osaer, this Christian working class women’s 
movement managed to contribute to the emancipation of working class women through two 
autonomous women’s organisations – the Flemish KAV and the Walloon Ligues Ouvrières 
Féminines Chrétiennes (LOFC, since 1969 called Vie Féminine. Mouvement Chrétien 
d’Action Culturelle et Sociale, VF) – and at two levels: as women and as members of the 
lower social classes (Osaer 1991: 317). 
 Around 1960, the KAV had a following of 153.000 members, which increased until 
1980 to a number of 300.000 members (KAV 1980). In a country like Belgium, with a Dutch 
speaking region of approximately 5,6 million inhabitants in the 1980s, the KAV was 
Flanders’ largest women’s organisation and therefore able to substantially contribute to the 
social, cultural, political and juridical emancipation of women (van Molle 2004: 372). KAV 
established hundreds of local women’s groups throughout Flanders under the auspices of local 
priests that focused upon creating cooperation among women and their education in terms of 
household, child-rearing and religious matters. At the same time, KAV struggled in 
collaboration with other women’s organisations for women’s political, reproductive, juridical 
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and educational rights. From the 1950s on, KAV defines itself explicitly and primarily as a 
social-cultural organisation that combines a political agenda on behalf of women with 
creating possibilities for the personal development and education of working class women 
(Willems 2011: 70-71). The main functions of social-cultural organisations, as outlined by the 
Flemish government, are community building, social participation, education and cultural 
activities.
154
 
Since the summer of 2012, KAV changed its name to Femma, a decision that is part of 
the organisation’s image building policy. However, its primary goals remained the same.155 
As Liza, one of Femma’s current directors, described during the interview: 
 
We have two important tasks. On the one hand, you could summarise it by saying that Femma 
is a social-cultural women’s organisation. What do I mean by saying that? The socio-cultural 
aspect is expressed in our mission to put a strong focus upon enabling meetings among people. 
And we have a lot of women, we have approximately 70.000 members who locally, in 
Brussels as well as in Flanders, voluntarily get together. So we build the framework, we create 
ideas, and we support them so that they can meet. So that is task number one. The second is 
that we are a women’s organisation with the task of advocacy on behalf of women, and we 
also find that important. So in fact, we could say that Femma is a place for meeting and has a 
strong socially committed message. Something like that? Yes. […] In fact, you could say that 
emancipation is about meeting as well as about advocacy. And there is a strong link with, if 
you want to talk about that, interculturality. Within our advocacy we put extra emphasis upon 
four priority groups. It means that we are here on behalf of all women. So that’s the gender 
perspective. But we do put a focus upon lower skilled women, allochtonous women or women 
of ethnic-cultural diverse backgrounds, young women and finally, single women.
156
      
 
Liza continued by explaining that Femma’s understanding of women’s emancipation changed 
throughout the movement’s long history. While KAV used to focus on the practical training 
of working class women and housewives regarding household tasks, children’s health and 
even anticonception,
157
 today Femma feels that most women in Flanders do not need such 
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 Interview with Liza, 22 April 2013  
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 See also Femma’s Progress Report 2012-2013 (Femma vzw Voortgangsrapport 2012-2013), where the process of name-
change is described (p. 5-6), and the report concludes “Less than a year after our name-change, we dare to speak of a highly 
successful rebranding” (p. 6). 
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 Ik denk dat er twee belangrijke luiken zijn. Enerzijds, ja je zou het kunnen vatten in de woorden dat Femma een sociaal-
culturele vrouwenorganisatie is. En wat bedoel ik daarmee? Het sociaal-culturele zit ook binnen onze opdracht om sterk de 
focus te leggen op ontmoetingen mogelijk maken. En we hebben heel veel vrouwen, we hebben ongeveer 70.000 leden die 
lokaal, zowel in Brussel als in Vlaanderen, op vrijwillige basis samenkomen. Dus wij maken het kader, wij maken het 
aanbod, wij geven hen ondersteuning opdat zij elkaar kunnen ontmoeten. Dus dat luik is één. En tweede is dat we een 
vrouwenorganisatie zijn met het luik van belangenbehartiging voor vrouwen, dat we ook belangrijk vinden. Dus eigenlijk 
zouden we kunnen zeggen dat Femma een ontmoetingsplek is met een sterk geëngageerd verhaal. Zoiets? Ja. […] Eigenlijk 
zou je kunnen zeggen dat emancipatie zowel gaat over ontmoeten als over belangenbehartiging. En daar zit heel sterk de 
link met, als je het daar over zou willen hebben, met ook het interculturele, dat we binnen onze belangenbehartiging extra 
focussen op vier prioritaire doelgroepen. Dus we zeggen dat we er zijn voor alle vrouwen. Dus de gender invalshoek. Maar 
we leggen wel de focus op kortgeschoolde vrouwen, allochtone vrouwen of vrouwen van een etnisch-cultureel diverse 
achtergrond, dat is de tweede groep. De derde groep zijn uhm jonge vrouwen. En de vierde groep zijn de alleenstaande 
vrouwen. 
See for a further explanation of Femma’s advocacy for the interests of its priority groups – young women, ethnic-cultural 
minority women, single women and lower skilled women: Femma Progress Report (2012-2013: 73-100). 
157
 As historian Leen van Molle writes, “[Since 1960] Also on the part of the Catholics in society, sensitivity for women’s 
sexual emancipation increased. […] In intellectural journals, but also in women’s organisations’ journals [among which 
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education anymore. As many women are busy with combining work and family life, today 
women rather need spaces and opportunities to meet other women and relax. According to 
Liza, women’s emancipation today importantly lies in the meeting up with other women and 
in having time for themselves among women, without husbands and children.
158
  
A recent example of Femma’s advocacy on behalf of women159 is its stance taken up 
in 2014 in public debates about the combination of work and care for the family. In May 
2014, Femma published a brochure in which it argues for a social-economic system that takes 
30 hours per week as a starting point for full time work. Femma believes that such a system 
offers full time work to more people, which means that more individuals can become active 
on the labour market instead of being unemployed, and provides both women and men better 
possibilities to combine work with family life and other social commitments.
160
 Another 
example is Femma’s call to vote for female politicians at the city council elections of October 
2012 in order to increase the representation of women in politics. Femma’s policy makers 
encouraged its local groups to pack public spaces, such as benches, trees, lampposts or fences, 
in coloured knitted work calling for a vote for women politicians.
161
 As Femma director Eva 
Brumagne explained to a journalist:   
 
Despite previous legislation to improve the opportunities of women, it remains exceptional for 
women to have the best place on the list. That is unacceptable. For that reason it is important 
that more women are elected in the city councils and the provinces, and are enabled to make 
steps towards participating in national politics (translation mine).
162
  
 
A final example of Femma’s advocacy is its position taken up in the headscarf debates. In 
2008, KAV renewed its position against headscarf bans in the area of education and 
administration by emphasising individual free choice and rejecting discrimination of 
women.
163
 Alongside many researchers and members of civil society organisations, KAV 
signed petitions against headscarf bans in education organised by the Flemish community.
164
 
Precisely because of Femma’s political agenda that claims the equality of men and women, all 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
those of KAV], supposedly reinforcing of traditional social roles, and at women’s pages newspapers, at the radio and 
television, senior editors, journalists, politicians and staff members […] ‘dared’ to speak out about issues such as 
matrimonial law, married women’s position at the labour market, equal pay, women’s political representation and 
anticonception. Only the word ‘abortion’ was until the beginnings of the 1970s an absolute taboo” (2004: 370-371).  
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 Interview with Liza, 22 April 2013  
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 See for an explanation of Femma’s activism of recent years: Femma Progress Report (2012-2013: 101-120).  
160
 Femma magazine, May 2014, ‘Femma: All About the Combination of Work and Care’.  
161
 See for example articles in Flemish newspapers: Luk Luyten, 2 October 2012, ‘Femma Stunt met Breiwerk voor een Stem 
op een Vrouw’ in: Gazet van Antwerpen, http://www.gva.be/regio-antwerpen-stad/wilrijk/verkiezingen2012/femma-stunt-
met-breiwerk-voor-een-stem-op-een-vrouw.aspx, last accessed 29 June 2014; Neil Vermeiren, 4 October 2012, ‘Femma 
Pakt Wuustwezel Warmpjes In’ in: De Standaard,  http://www.standaard.be/cnt/blnve_20121003_004, last accessed at 29 
June 2014; De Morgen, 1 October 2012, ‘Femma Breit voor Meer Stemmen op Vrouwen, 
http://www.demorgen.be/dm/nl/3625/Verkiezingen-2012/article/detail/1509409/2012/10/01/Femma-breit-voor-meer-
stemmen-op-vrouwen.dhtml, last accessed at 29 June 2014 
162
 De Morgen, 1 October 2012, ‘Femma Breit voor Meer Stemmen op Vrouwen, 
http://www.demorgen.be/dm/nl/3625/Verkiezingen-2012/article/detail/1509409/2012/10/01/Femma-breit-voor-meer-
stemmen-op-vrouwen.dhtml, last accessed at 29 June 2014 
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 KAV, 26 January 2008, ‘Hoofddoekenkwestie: Wij Willen Geen Discriminatie van Vrouwen!’, 
http://tools.femma.be/nl/print.asp?i=390, last accessed at 29 June 2014  
164
 See for example, Nadia Fadil, 16 March 2011, ‘7 Krachtige Argumenten Tegen het Hoofddoekenverbod’ in: De Wereld 
Morgen, http://www.dewereldmorgen.be/artikels/2011/03/16/7-krachtige-argumenten-tegen-het-hoofddoekenverbod, 
last accessed 29 June 2014  
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interviewees consider Femma to be a progressive or feminist movement. Upon my question 
whether I should consider Femma to be a feminist organisation or not, Antwerp staff member 
Margo confirmed enthousiastically and brought in examples that point at Femma’s intention 
to address not only the role of women, but also that of men in emancipation:  
 
We always say we are proud feminists! […] [The term] Feminism for some people has 
somewhat negative connotations. Because they think immediately of Dolle Mina, and bra-
burning. But we are proud feminists. Of course, working in an emancipatory way is important 
for us. For example, when we campaigned ‘Rethink Your Choice’ [Broed op Uw Keuze] or 
‘Gold for Care’ [Goud voor Zorg], we advocated that men should have opportunities too in 
taking up care responsibilities. So [there exists the possibility of] paternity leave, it was 
mentioned yesterday in the media how few men make use of that. We advocate that men are 
enabled to take up paternity leave. And we want employers to actually accept that as an 
obligation. Today it is rather considered to be a favour on the part of the employer. And often 
the employer puts is something like this: yes, you may go, but.. They use a certain overtone, 
which implies that upcoming promotions are not for you. So we work on that aspect too. 
Because we are convinced that men have of course a very important role to play in the 
emancipatory story.
165
      
  
The current steady decline of numbers of membership of Femma is part of a larger Flemish 
social context in which since the 1960s the traditional pillars and its organisations are of 
decreasing importance for people’s daily lives (Witte, Craybeckx & Meynen 2006, 
Dobbelaere 2010). While Femma with at least 65.000 members can still be regarded as a mass 
movement, many of its local groups are aging. Femma’s policy makers and staff currently 
focus upon attracting young women to the organisation and establishing new local groups of 
young women.
166
   
 
 
10.2.2.  Socio-Cultural Christianity and Rethinking Zingeving  
 
In KAV’s early history, local women’s groups were connected to local parishes and led by 
priests. It was often the priest who took the initiative to invite new members to the group. 
Until recent years, a pastor used to be part of KAV’s national policy making team. The 
position of the pastor (who used to be a male priest in early years, later on substituted for a 
female pastor) changed a couple of years ago from occupying an advisory role in the national 
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 Wij zeggen altijd dat wij fiere feministen zijn. […] Feminisme heeft eigenlijk een beetje voor sommige mensen een 
negatieve bijklank. Want dan denken ze direct aan Dolle Mina, het verbranden van bh’s. Dus maar wij zijn fiere feministen. 
En natuurlijk, dat emancipatorisch werken is heel belangrijk voor ons. Dat emancipatorisch werken is bijvoorbeeld ook.. 
Bijvoorbeeld als we een actie voeren rond ‘Broed op uw keuze’ of rond ‘Goud voor zorg’ dan pleiten wij ook heel erg dat 
mannen in heel dat zorgverhaal hun kansen zouden kunnen krijgen. Dus vaderschapsverlof voor mannen, het is gister nog 
eens gezegd [media], hoe weinig mannen dat opnemen. Wij pleiten er heel erg voor dat mannen ook dat verlof zouden 
kunnen opnemen. En wij proberen er ook voor te zorgen dat de werkgever dat eigenlijk als een verplichting zou moeten 
aannemen. Nu is dat nog maar een gunst van de werkgever. En dikwijls zegt de werkgever dan van ja, ge moogt dat wel 
hebben, maar.. Allee, met een ondertoon dat de volgende promotiekans ja die zal aan u voorbij gaan. Dus wij werken ook 
heel erg aan dat aspect he. Wij zijn er wel van overtuigd dat de mannen een heel groot verhaal mee hebben in dat 
emancipatorische verhaal natuurlijk he.  
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 Femma Progress Report (2012-2013: 7-37), interview with Liza, 22 April 2013; interview with Margo, 4 June 2013  
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policy making team to occupying a less central role by becoming a staff member part of the 
KAV research department and assigned to study ethical issues. Since 2013, the pastor is 
substituted by a Femma staff member responsible for what is called zingeving in Femma, who 
is employed for one day a week. Also the level of clerical supervision over local groups has in 
recent years drastically diminished. Today, local Femma groups are often still related to 
parishes by, for example, making use of parish facilities. However, presence of the parish 
priest or pastor at meetings or workshops is nowadays rare.
167
 
 While the historical relationship between the Catholic workers movement and the 
Catholic hierarchy in Flanders is a close one, the relationship between especially the Catholic 
working-class women’s movement and Catholic authorities is historically ambiguous. As 
KAV argued throughout the years for a more equal position for women within the Catholic 
Church as well as in politics and society, the relationship with Catholic authorities has been at 
times tense. Examples of KAV’s contentious politics in the eyes of Catholic authorities are, 
since the end of the 1940s, KAV’s advocacy for (married) women’s access to political 
representation and the labour market, equal pay, women’s access to contraceptives and legal 
equality of women and men regarding marriage and divorce (van Molle 2004: 370).
168
 The 
name-change of KAV to Femma in 2012 similarly caused controversy among a number of 
local groups and few parishes threatened to close local groups’ access to parish facilities and 
support angered by the suspicion that Femma’s national policymakers intend to break all 
connections to institutionalised Christianity.
169
 
 The evolution of the role of Christian faith in Femma can be described using 
sociologists Jaak Billiet and Karel Dobbelaere’s (1976) notion of ‘socio-cultural Christianity’. 
Billiet and Dobbelaere employ this notion to point at the collective change that organisations 
and institutions belonging to the Catholic pillar in Flanders went through in recent decades. 
As the leadership of the Catholic pillar has since the 1960s been confronted with the 
population’s growing secularisation in terms of church attendance and engagement, it felt 
forced to adapt its collective consciousness. This means that instead of explicitly referring to 
the Catholic credo, values and norms, Catholic organisations and institutions started to talk 
about so-called typical values derived from the Gospels. Dobbelaere summarises the present 
core values of the Catholic pillar’s collective consciousness as such: 
 
On the one hand, the legitimation of vertical pluralism [vertical integration of the population 
within the Catholic, liberal or socialist pillars] on the basis of a constitutionally guaranteed 
freedom of assembly and of choice, and, on the other hand, the articulation of a Christian 
identity in reference to so-called typical values of the Gospel such as social justice; 
subsidiarity; the biblical notion of stewardship; solidarity between social classes, with special 
attention to marginal people; stressing not only social welfare but especially well-being; and 
Gemeinschaftlichkeit, i.e. stressing the importance of primary relations: face to face contacts 
and addressing the person in her or his totality, e.g. not addressing the sick person purely as a 
patient but taking his social, psychological, emotional and spiritual dimensions into account. 
This ‘Socio-cultural Christianity’ functions now as the sacred canopy for the segmented 
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Loes, 5 April 2013 
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 Interview with Liza, 22 April 2013, interview with Margo, 4 June 2013 
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Catholic world of olden days. These are values that have a universal appeal, and which are not 
specifically Christian. However, by backing them up with a religious source, the gospels, and 
occasionally solemnizing them with religious rituals, they acquired a sacred aura. This ‘sacred 
canopy’ is still symbolized by a ‘C’, referring to Christian, that is evangelical, instead of to 
Catholic, the latter being considered to have a more restricted appeal and to be more confining 
(Dobbelaere 2010: 289).       
 
Nearly all interviewees spoke of the importance of Christian values in Femma, and 
emphasised that the origins of those values are primarily the Gospels.
170
 Some also pointed at 
important examples set by well-known clerical figures, such as priest Adolf Daens (1893-
1907) and cardinal Jozef Cardijn (1882-1967), who in the 19
th
 century and early 20
th
 century 
worked towards improving the lives of working class poor adults and youth.
171
 Esra, for 
example, told me how Christian inspiration is part of the staff meetings of the Femma 
provincial office she is employed at. What Dobbelaere conceptualised as socio-cultural 
Christianity is by Esra described as moderne zingeving, which can be loosely translated in 
English as ‘modern ways of giving sense and meaning to one’s life’: 
 
We never start our meetings with a prayer, but we did start with an inspirational text or 
zingevingstext. This could be dealing with all kinds of things, but anyhow, the meeting opened 
with a moment of inspiration. And it is still present in the local groups. Yes, a zingevingstext is 
important to start a meeting with. The presence of priests decreased, starting with a prayer is 
not anymore.. Some groups do start with a prayer. But most of them use a more modern 
version of zingeving. A text about social themes, but also linked to religion and the values of 
religion. Well, I call it modern zingeving, in the sense that they do not read literally from the 
Bible or make a prayer. But it rather becomes a text, I can give you examples, because 
sometimes they are published in our Femma magazine. And it deals with.. what does it mean 
to have time off or to have holidays? And they are based upon the values of yes, at least of 
Christianity, but I think you find those values also in other religions. It is about solidarity, 
taking care of each other, having patience, taking up a positive outlook on life. But they are 
poured into another mold, maybe.
172
     
 
The construction of a socio-cultural Christianity can also be seen in the insistence of several 
interviewees on making a clear distinction between Catholicism or being Catholic, versus 
Christianity or being Christian. As ‘Catholic’ is associated with hierarchical institutionalised 
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 Maar wij begonnen de vergadering niet met een gebed, maar wel met een inspiratietekst of een zingevingstekst. En het 
ging [over] van alles, maar allee de vergadering begon wel met een inspiratiemoment. En in de lokale groepen is het ook 
nog steeds aanwezig. Ja, een zingevingstekst is ook belangrijk om de vergadering mee te beginnen. De aanwezigheid van 
een pastoor is minder, het beginnen met een echt gebed is niet meer.. Soms zijn er groepen die echt met een gebed 
beginnen. Maar de meesten gebruiken meer een modernere versie van zingeving. Een tekst meer over maatschappelijke 
thema’s, maar ook gelinkt aan de religie en de waarden ook van religie. Maar het is niet.. Allee, ik noem het moderne 
zingeving in die zin van het wordt niet bijvoorbeeld uit de Bijbel letterlijk voorgelezen of een gebed ook. Maar meer wordt 
het een tekst, en ik kan u wel voorbeelden [geven], want soms verschijnen die teksten ook in onze Femma blad. En het gaat 
over van.. wat is verlof of vakantie hebben? En als ik zeg van ze zijn gebaseerd op die waarden van ja in dit geval gaat het 
van het christendom, maar die waarden vind je volgens mij terug ook in andere godsdiensten. Het gaat over solidariteit, 
zorgen voor elkaar, geduld hebben, positief in het leven staan. Dus het gaat over die thema’s. Maar ze zijn wel gegoten in 
een andere vorm misschien. 
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Christianity and moral and ethical prescripts that do not take into account the practical and 
spiritual needs and desires of modern believers, while ‘Christian’ is considered to be about 
equality instead of hierarchy and about values that are appealing to believers and non-
believers alike, Femma is designated to be a women’s organisation with Christian roots and 
inspiration and not a Catholic organisation. The term ‘Catholic’ is thus rejected by the 
interviewees as referring to a marker of both collective (Femma) and individual identity. As 
volunteer Regine puts it regarding Femma:  
 
Of course, ‘Catholic’ is a designation that doesn’t sound good. Catholic. Christian is.. we 
should have a word for that.. but ‘Catholic’ that is also about all that pope-stuff. […] KAV 
fought many years for the woman in the church. And at the national level [of policy making] 
there were conversations with the bishops. But they got stuck there (laughing).
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While Femma’s recent evolution needs to be described as part of the establishment of a socio-
cultural Christian identity by the Catholic pillar in Flanders, today the women organisation 
emphasises diversity on the level of religion and worldviews and started constructing its 
understanding of zingeving in new ways by creating connections between Biblical inspiration 
and non-Christian spiritualities.
174
 Zingeving can be translated in English as the process of 
giving meaning to collective or individual life, or as those specific values, feelings or goals 
that give meaning to life. In the zingevingsmemorandum written by Femma director Eva 
Brumagne in February 2013, forwarded to Femma’s provincial offices in order to provide 
information about new perspectives on and current directions of zingeving within the 
women’s organisation, zingeving needs to be defined as:  
 
…the process of creating meaning. The word refers to the search for a goal, the meaning, the 
use of it. Zingeving is the search ánd the finding of quality in daily life (at work, at home and 
in leisure time) and in living together with other people (Brumagne 2013: 1, translation mine).  
 
Brumagne writes furthermore that zingeving consists of giving shape to and making explicit 
the beliefs and values that determine one’s engagement for the women’s organisation. 
Zingeving within the context of Femma is, as she puts it, “the soul of the social engagement of 
women in Femma” (2013: 2, translation mine). Moreover, Femma’s role lies in “helping 
women in their search for zingeving” through “creating space for meaning making on the 
basis of different stories/languages/symbols/frameworks” (2013: 2-3, translation mine).    
According to one of the Femma directors I interviewed, formulating such a definition 
does not shut down the internal discussion about what can be included as zingeving and what 
should not be included as such. As the word zingeving has in the Dutch language religious 
connotations, the disagreement seems to be about whether zingeving only refers to religious 
values or transcendental meaning or whether it is broader and may as well include immanent 
processes of meaning-making. As Liza recounts the disagreement:  
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 Natuurlijk, ‘katholiek’ is een naam die minder goed klinkt he. Katholiek he. Christen is dan nog.. moest je daar nog een 
woord voor hebben.. maar ‘katholiek’ is ook heel dat paus-gedoe en joh. Allee, KAV heeft jarenlang geijverd voor de vrouw 
in de kerk. En vanuit nationaal [beleid] nog gesprekken met de bisschop en.. Maar ja, ze zitten daar vast he (lacht).  
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…there is that whole discussion about yes, what is zingeving? When I write an article in the 
Femma magazine and write a poem by Toon Tellegen, some women of our zingevingsworking 
group will say: yes, but that is not zingeving. Or when we write an article about, for example, 
international solidarity. One of our colleagues went to Palestine and she wanted to see how do 
women perceive the conflict between Israelis and Palestinians. She visited NGOs that 
cooperate with each other. And religion is part of that. She writes a series of articles about 
that. And then I say: for me, this belongs to zingeving. Others will say: no, that has nothing to 
do with zingeving. Do you understand? That discussion about what is zingeving. And we 
[Femma’s national directors] say that we would like to give shape to it through such articles in 
the magazine. Or through, I don’t know, to do something at gatherings. For example, at a large 
event, we organised the Park of Love, which was a space of dialogue. And you can ask 
yourself, yes for me that is zingeving. I don’t know how you think about that, and you don’t 
need to answer. But some don’t agree, for them it is a very weak version of zingeving. They 
feel that this is populist zingeving, or something like that, I don’t know precisely how they 
think about it.
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After the name-change in 2012 from KAV to Femma and the eruption of a discussion within 
the women’s organisation about the meaning of Christian values and inspiration, the Femma 
national directors planned to make a tour throughout Flanders meeting Femma members in a 
number of focus-groups in each province. The focus-groups were to discuss the role and 
meaning of values, inspiration, engagement and worldviews in relation to Femma. The 
zingevingstournee took place in Spring of 2013. A report was written by Femma director Eva 
Brumagne about this tour and its main findings. This report became the basis for constructing 
a zingevingspolicy plan (zingevingsbeleidsplan) for Femma, in short called ‘Z-plan’.  
The provisional conclusions of the report about the zingevingstournee point at the 
centrality for Femma members of experiencing connections with others as creating meaning 
in life. This sense of connectedness goes beyond the own immediate social environment, as it 
is also about justice and solidarity with those who are less fortunate. As the values of justice 
and solidarity are already explicitly part of Femma’s mission, this finding proves, the author 
writes, that Femma’s mission overlaps with its members priorities. The author points out that 
“[t]hese values are considered [by Femma members] universally ‘humanist’, not as typically 
Christian, and that is a good thing. Meaning-making and Christian/Catholic values are not 
explicitly connected” (Brumagne 2013: 14, translation mine). This finding regarding 
Femma’s members and their constructions of zingeving supports Karel Dobbelaere’s 
conclusion that “[t]he secularization of the Catholic pillar of olden days is clearly a fact in the 
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 …de hele discussie van ja wat is zingeving? Als ik een artikel schrijf in het blad, of als ik een gedicht van Toon Tellegen in 
het blad schrijf, sommige vrouwen van onze zingevingswerking gaan zeggen: ja maar dat is geen zingeving he. Of als ik zeg 
van we gaan een artikel schrijven over, ik zeg nu maar iets, over uhm internationale solidariteit, bijvoorbeeld. Een collega 
van ons is naar Palestina gegaan en heeft daar eigenlijk gekeken van okay, het conflict tussen de Israeli’s en de Palestijnen, 
hoe kijken vrouwen daarnaar toe? Ze is NGO’s gaan bezoeken die samenwerken en zo. Dat hele luik. En religie maakte daar 
een deel van uit. Zij schrijft daar een hele artikelenreeks over. En dan zeg ik: voor mij hoort dat bij zingevingswerking. 
Anderen zullen zeggen: ah nee, dat heeft toch niks met zingeving te maken. Snap je? Die discussie over wat is zingeving. En 
wij zeggen van we willen dat vormgeven door in het blad zulke artikels te brengen. Of door ja, weet ik veel, bij 
bijeenkomsten iets te doen. Bij een groot evenement hebben we het Park van Liefs georganiseerd, waarin er eigenlijk plek 
was voor dialoog en zo. En dan kan je je afvragen ja voor mij is dit zingeving. Ik weet niet wat jij daarvan denkt, en je moet 
er ook niet op antwoorden. Maar voor anderen is dat niet zo, dan is dat een zwak afkooksel van zingeving voor hen. Dan 
hebben zij zoiets van ja, dit is populistische zingeving of zo, ik weet niet wat ze daar allemaal over denken. 
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organizations composing the Catholic pillar” (2010: 292). Former KAV pastor Loes reflects 
on this process of secularisation in the following words: 
 
Yes, I am still surprised because it used to be so massively, I mean massive as one block, so 
dominantly present, so that also the parting of that, or not anymore.. the crumbling of that 
Institute, that Catholicism, the Church, that has such an impact upon the ways in which people 
organise themselves. But also, and I think you deal with that too, upon the ways in which 
people organise, affirm or identify at the level of faith.
176
  
 
 
10.2.3. Towards Fusing Christianity & Spirituality   
 
During the Spring 2013 zingevingstournee, the participating Femma members called upon the 
national policy makers to better express and make known the zingeving and inspiration that 
exists among Femma members. The zingevingsbeleidsplan, or Z-plan, “is the answer to this 
call” (Moerman 2013: 3, translation mine). This zingevingspolicy paper for 2014-2015 
proposes a universal plan for zingeving in Femma. Before formulating this proposal, the 
policy paper starts by exploring and analysing the many layers of the notion zingeving, after 
which challenges and dreams are articulated. The policy paper concludes with formulating 
specific goals. Femma aims at, the author writes, having social impact and shifting boundaries 
– an intention that is summarised by the phrase ‘Ubuntu Among Women!’ (Moerman 2013: 
3). 
 The first part of the Z-plan, written by Femma’s new zingevingscoordinator Els 
Moerman, delves into the notion zingeving and distinguishes the elements that are considered 
to be part of it. The first element is enchantment. Referring to the sociology of Max Weber 
(Gerth & Mills 2009), Moerman writes about the ‘dis-enchantment’ of the modern world. 
Through making individual decisions about what is ‘true’ and ‘valuable’, people are today 
able to re-enchant the world in new ways (Moerman 2013: 3). The second element of 
zingeving is faith. According to Moerman, faith is an attitude of trust. She refers to Biblical 
texts and the Catholic faith and engagement of Maria Baers, the founder of KAV, as part of 
Femma’s Christian roots and continuous inspiration. However, she emphasises, today in 
Femma different frameworks for zingeving exist and Femma wants to give space to various 
frameworks through ‘active pluralism’, which is explained through the vision of Luc 
Brouckaert (2007), who in a lecture for the General Christian Workers Movement (ACW) 
puts that ‘active pluralism’ is based upon dialogue across differences and the spiritual longing 
for unity and equality (Moerman 2013: 4-5). Third, Moerman speaks of the role of 
compassion in zingeving. She uses writings by Kees Klomp (2012) dealing with the theme of 
zingeving in management, organisations and work to explain compassion as a state of mind 
that is constantly conscious of shared and altruistic interests. Moreover, she writes, enacting 
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 Ja, ik ben daar nog altijd verbaasd omdat dat zo massief, en ik bedoel massief als één blok, zo dominant aanwezig is 
geweest, dat dus het afscheid daarvan, of is niet meer.. het afbrokkelen van dat instituut, van dat katholicisme, van de kerk, 
dat dat zo’n ja impact heeft ook op de manier waarop dat mensen zich organiseren. Maar ook, en daarover gaat het bij jou 
denk ik ook, ook op de manier waarop mensen zich rond het geloof organiseren of affirmeren of identificeren. 
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compassion brings us according to Buddhist teachings towards happiness (Moerman 2013: 5-
6). Citing academic texts and research on current constructions of individual happiness (de 
Dijn 2008, Zeger 2010), Moerman concludes that ‘our happiness’ mainly lies in experiencing 
connections with other people (Moerman 2013: 6). The fifth element of zingeving is 
community. In this section of the Z-plan, Moerman introduces the concept Ubuntu, which 
derives from African Xhosa language and culture. It refers to “an African way of life in which 
the community’s interest prevails over individual interest. People start thinking from 
connectedness. Because commitment for others provides us with a soul” (Moerman 2013: 7). 
Further elements distinguished as part of the concept zingeving in Femma are a sense of 
purpose and the desire to contribute to useful issues, valuing small things in life, 
environmental sustainability, being conscious of women’s particular role and characteristics, 
and engagement for Femma as a women’s organisation (Moerman 2013: 7-11). 
 The above exploration of Femma’s recent reconceptualisation of zingeving as 
articulated in its Z-plan of 2014-2015 demonstrates that according to Femma, zingeving has 
various layers of meaning but also various sources of inspiration and meaning-making. These 
sources are not solely Christian or humanist values, generated from the own cultural and 
religious context, but are also stories, wisdoms and sayings deriving from African, Native 
North and South American, Indian and Asian cultures and religions, philosophy, feminist 
ecological thinking, and even popular management and psychology literature on happiness. At 
first sight, Femma’s understanding of zingeving seems to propagate an individualised 
spirituality based upon ‘picking-and-choosing’ from a wide availability of religious, spiritual, 
cultural and popular-academic sources. Some writings on contemporary religion and 
spirituality in Western Europe indeed typically invoke the image of an implosion of religion 
and a simultaneous increase of consumer choice leading to ‘pick-and-mix religion’ from the 
‘spiritual supermarket’ (Hamilton 2000, Lyon 2000). Sociologists Dick Houtman and Stef 
Aupers criticise this academic discourse about contemporary spirituality, and underline that it 
overestimates the individual character of spirituality. Underneath diversity lies a shared belief, 
Houtman and Aupers write, based upon the notion of the ‘sacralisation of the self’, which…  
 
…encourages people to ‘follow their own paths’ rather than conform to authoritative role 
models. Those concerned do not pursue meaning and identity from ‘pre-given’ sources located 
outside the self (e.g., the institutionalized answers offered by the Christian churches), but want 
to rely on an ‘internal’ source, located in the self’s deeper layers. As such, spirituality 
conceives of itself as an epistemological third way of ‘gnosis’, rejecting both religious faith 
and scientific reason as vehicles of truth (2008: 102). 
 
Femma’s Z-plan could similarly be used as a critique on the idea of the individual pick-and-
choose religion. The main thread throughout the Z-plan is the articulating of and the further 
building of ‘Ubuntu among women’, or a sense of community, strength and support among 
Femma women. Instead of taking the individual self or, as Houtman and Aupers put it, the 
idea of the ‘sacralisation of the self’, as the starting point for zingeving and meaning-making, 
it is rather the ‘community of women’ in combination with ‘individual emancipation’ that is 
its starting point. This community among women is considered to be emancipating, as it 
supports and enables individual women to “be the best version of oneself” (Moerman 2013: 
269 
11). The various aspects of Femma’s mission, Femma as a women’s organisation and 
women’s community, and the individual development of Femma members, are seen as 
interconnected and mutually supportive (Moerman 2013: 11).  
In a way, Femma brings previously uncharted developments in women’s zingeving 
and inspiration into view and at the same time plays a role in expressing and constructing a 
novel understanding of religion and spirituality through bringing together and fusing multiple 
stories, languages, religions and spiritualities. It does so in ways previously unseen at the level 
of policy-making of women’s organisations in Flanders. While influences of what is called 
‘alternative spiritualities’, in which often the ‘sacralisation of the self’ is central, can be traced 
through references to, for example, writings on spirituality in contemporary business life, the 
Z-plan brings in non-Western cultural and religious wisdoms to underline the importance of 
community and create as such a balance between the role of the individual woman and the 
community of women in processes of meaning-making. At the same time, the Z-plan 
continues to refer to Biblical sources and Christian values to acknowledge the organisation’s 
Christian roots and the current importance of Christian faith and life for part of its 
membership. Given the diversity among Femma women regarding age, social backgrounds 
and levels of commitments to Christian faith, combining all these sources seems to offer 
individual Femma members various ways of religiously/spiritually identifying with Femma’s 
constructing of zingeving, but also new ideas and inspiration for individual meaning-making. 
Giselle Vincett (2008) coined the category ‘the Fusers’ in her research on new forms of 
spiritualised Christianity among Christian and neo-pagan feminists in Britain. Vincett 
constructed this category to designate participants in her research who incorporate elements of 
both Christianity and neo-paganism into their individual spiritualities (2008: 133). She states 
that “Fusers are an important emerging religious group who […] indicate one way in which 
Christianity is adapting in the face of secularization and a strong turn to new forms of 
spirituality” (2008: 134). Taking Vincett’s conceptualisation into account, we could consider 
Femma’s formulation of zingeving as indeed an outcome of the increased secularisation of the 
general Flemish population and as revealing a current trend among Femma members in their 
constructions of meaning in life. While Femma’s Z-plan is partly revealing of current trends 
in women’s zingeving as based upon humanist and socio-cultural Christian values (as it builds 
upon the conclusions of the report of the Zingevingstournee), it is at the same time 
constructing new understandings of women’s religion and spirituality (through bringing in 
alternative spiritualities and non-Christian wisdoms). Looking at the outcomes of the 
zingevingstournee of Spring 2013, ‘universal’ values seem to be important for Femma 
members, but they are nowhere explicitly connected to spirituality or non-Christian religions, 
cultures and stories. The Z-plan of 2014-2015 is constructive in navigating towards and 
providing possibilities for fusing inspiration deriving from many different religious and 
cultural sources. Vincett reveals such creativity through conceptualising the ‘fusing position’ 
as a bridge position, and although a position on the margins, it is at the same time still a 
position in Christianity. The author of Femma’s Z-plan could similarly be considered a Fuser, 
creating a fusing position, and providing Femma members with the sources to become Fusers 
as well. As Vincett explains her conceptualisation: 
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Fusers, as the term implies, are interested in ‘holding together’; they exist in the joint, the 
‘and’, the margins, the edges where categories (usually treated as well-defined) blur. […] 
Fusers bridge spaces, language, belief, symbols and concepts. To be marginal, or on the edge 
of something is to be so far from the centre of it, that one is close to whatever is outside; it is a 
bridge position, whose vision encompasses both inside and outside. The creativity of such a 
position lies in the fact that it can draw inspiration on both sides (in this case, Christianity and 
neo-paganism). However, even a position on the margins, is still a position in, and many 
participants attend church regularly and consider themselves part of specific church 
communities (2008: 138).    
 
We could say that in fusing multiple sources, Femma’s Z-plan offers its members a 
framework that enlarges individual and collective agency in constructing religiosity or 
spirituality as individual women and at the same time as a community of women. Women’s 
agency in this realm is created and enlarged by bringing in a wide range of inspirational 
sources from non-Western religions and cultures.  
However, an issue that remains unreflected upon in Femma’s Z-plan is the fact that the 
relationships between Western and non-Western religions and cultures are determined by 
histories of unequal power relations (Donaldson & Pui-Lan 2002). Looking from the 
perspective of power inequality between religious and cultural communities at Femma’s 
incorporation of a wide variety of inspirational sources from all around the world, reveals the 
dimension of postcolonial appropriation of cultural wisdoms in the interest of Femma’s 
predominantly white and Christian or culturally Christian membership.  
Absent in the Z-plan are wisdoms and inspiration that emerged from Judaism or in the 
Islamic world and its North-African, Middle Eastern and Central Asian cultures. The fact that 
values and inspiration from Jewish and Islamic thinkers and writers is lacking in the Z-plan 
may implicitly refer either to a hesitation to bring in ideas from historically and present-day 
marginalised and stigmatised religious minorities in Western Europe, who are simultenously 
considered to be competitive religious traditions, or to a hesitation to acknowledge the value 
of other monotheistic traditions besides Christianity. Introducing stories and wisdoms from 
religions and cultures ‘from far’ might be felt less threatening. The lack of including wisdoms 
from the Islamic world may moreover emerge from an implicit taking into account of the 
negative associations some Femma members have with Islam and Muslims. Section 9.3. 
discusses the internal controversy about the name-change from KAV to Femma in Summer 
2012, which will further reveal a negative attitude towards Islam and Muslims that exists 
among a part of Femma’s membership.     
    
 
10.3. Name-Change: From KAV to Femma  
 
In this section, I analyse the narratives about Femma’s recent name-change present in the 
interviews. Whereas the women’s movement was named for almost a hundred years 
‘Kristelijke Arbeiders Vrouwen’, to be translated in English as ‘Christian Working-Class 
Women’, it changed its name after a period of international discussions and reflections in 
summer of 2012 to ‘Femma’. This name-changed became a topic of discussion by outsiders as 
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well as insiders to the women’s organisation. The announcement of the new name was 
published by well known Flemish as well as local media throughout Flanders, such as De 
Standaard, De Morgen, Nieuwsblad and De Gazet van Antwerpen.
177
 The choice for the new 
name Femma was elaborately explained by Femma’s national policymakers in Femma 
magazine’s issue of July 2012. Countering some of the responses the new name evoked, 
Femma director Eva Brumagne jokingly writes in the editorial introduction:  
 
Femma is not a cream to treat hemorrhoids, and I am not – I give my word of honour – a 
mercenary to steer our organisation towards Frenchification. And we have nothing against 
headscarves, but we are not going to wear them ourselves (2012: 3, translation mine). 
 
In the article ‘A Name Recieves a Soul When It Lives’, the magazine, which similarly 
changed its name from ‘Women and World’ to ‘Femma’, introduced Femma as a name that 
better suits the changing times and the current diverse identities of the women’s 
organisation’s members. The name KAV originally refers to women belonging to the working 
class, as well as to Christian inspiration. However, today, the article argues, the organisation’s 
members work in all kinds of domains and have various levels of education, and not all 
members draw from Christian faith and values anymore. Therefore, as the name KAV doesn’t 
correspond with its members identities anymore, and provides the women’s organisation with 
an oldfashioned image, it is necessary to change it. At the same time, the article emphasises, 
space remains within the organisation for Christian inspiration to exist, but equally so for 
other religions and worldviews (2012: 44-46). The new name Femma is put forward as such:  
 
The new name is: a sounding name, no acronym; a name that shows we are a women’s 
movement; that is fresh and inviting; that attracts women. A name like Femma has the power 
to evoke the emotions that suit you best. Do you read the word ‘feminism’ in Femma? Or 
‘emancipation’? This is the unique strength of the name. Or do you feel the name stands for 
meeting and friendship? With Femma we create openness towards various potential meanings. 
What is clear: Femma gives forth strength and femininity. Just put an exclamation mark 
behind it. Here is Femma! (2012: 45, emphasis original, translation mine)   
 
The name-change was not considered controversial by the Christian workers movement, in 
which Femma is historically embedded. Femma can even be seen as setting the example for 
the broader workers movement: at the moment of writing, the General Christian Workers 
(ACW) is restructuring the movement and surveying its members in order to decide about its 
new name, suggesting that “[a]lso in the new structure, Christian values remain central. 
However, they don’t necessarily need to appear in the name” (translation mine).178  
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At the same time, the new name-change was criticised by Catholic voices. For 
example, Didier Pollefeyt, theologian at the Catholic University of Louvain, heavily critiqued 
the loss of an explicit reference to Christian inspiration in the women’s organisation’s new 
name. Pollefeyt published a critical opinion text in the Flemish newspaper De Standaard, as 
well as in Tertio, an newsmagazine that situates itself in the Christian, and in particular, the 
Catholic tradition.
179
 Femma creates distance to its historical fundaments, which is, according 
to Pollefeyt, a symbolic act. In De Standaard, he argues that this increased distance makes it 
difficult to distinguish between Femma as a women’s organisation and women’s magazines 
about women’s lives and issues that do not have a specific religious background and 
religious-social engagement. He gives the example of the popular women’s magazine Flair. 
What is today actually the difference between Femma and Flair?, the author wonders.
180
 In 
Tertio, Pollefeyt argues that Femma’s discourse about tolerance, diversity and openness 
should remain explicitly connected to Christian faith and values and to the struggle for 
equality also within the Catholic Church:  
 
“We want to be open towards everyone.” So: the ‘K’ should be erased? I do not understand 
this logic, unless they assume that it is impossible to be open ánd to have an explicit religious 
identity. The core of Christian faith is indeed the idea that God encounters us and breaks open 
through the other: the stranger, the vulnerable, the Samaritan and Syro-Fenician woman, the 
pregnant woman on the run, the Child born at the margin of society, those who are not my 
friends. We are open precisely because we are Christian. […] “We cannot identify with a 
women-unfriendly institute.” A lot of work needs to be done regarding this issue within the 
church and outside of it. But isn’t this also a reason to remain situated explicitly in relation to 
the church and to tackle this from within? Aren’t many women part of the membership of 
what used to be called KAV active and engaged in the church, at the margin or in the centre? 
Are they supposed to move to another women’s movement or found a new one? (2012, 
translation mine)
181
  
 
When I interviewed Femma members in the Spring of 2013, more than half a year passed 
after the organisation’s name-change. However, in all interviews, the issue of the name-
change and the internal discussions about zingeving, and the role of Christian faith and values 
within that, which emerged from it, was adressed. The process of name-change was one of the 
motors behind rethinking zingeving within Femma and constructing a new perspective and 
policy regarding that topic. This process so far resulted in the new Femma zingevingspolicy 
plan, which was analysed in the former section. I was surprised to hear that the process of 
name-change stirred that much discussion within Femma, and more than half a year later still 
evoked spontaneous stories and responses with my interviewees. I decided to focus upon the 
narratives regarding the name-change and see which pro- and counterarguments were present 
in the discussion and what those arguments reveal about assumptions regarding women, 
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religion, secularity, age and ethnicity. Below, I analyse the narratives by unraveling the 
various layers of the arguments present through a perspective on the issues of generations, 
whiteness and secularity, Christianity and Islamophobia. At the end I reveal which 
assumptions lead to the seemingly out of the blue references to the Islamic headscarf, such as 
appeared in the quotation of Eva Brumagne above.  
 
 
10.3.1.  The Generation Argument  
 
An important argument in favour of the name-change present in the interview narratives is 
connected to the idea of generations. This argument is formulated in this way: the name 
Christian Working-Class Women sounds old-fashioned and is not attractive for young 
women, while one of the crucial current tasks of the organisation is to attract young women as 
potential members. The assumption is that especially young women do not identify with the 
category ‘workers’ and identify even less with Christianity. What complicates the experience 
of the name Christian Women Workers is that the ‘K’ of the acronym KAV stands for 
‘kristelijk’ (Christian), which is an old Dutch notation replaced by ‘christelijk’ that is 
currently in use. This means that the Dutch-speaking outsider to the movement, young and 
old, will interpret the ‘K’ in ‘KAV’ automatically as standing for ‘katholiek’ (Catholic) 
instead of ‘kristelijk’. 
Fran, a Femma volunteer engaged with ‘Colourful’, a Femma group in Antwerp 
organising activities for women who are part of an ethnically mixed relationship, for example, 
speaks about the old-fashioned connotations that the old name KAV has:   
 
I am going to put that honestly: for many women who want to come to Colourful, this is a 
threshold. Like: I do not want to be associated with KAV, because I do not want to have 
anything to do with the Catholic pillar. And a couple of years ago we received some people [to 
our activities], who said ah, there are young women too! Well, today I am a little older, but 
they did say: ah, there are young women at KAV. Because KAV has somewhat an image 
problem. That it attracts predominantly elderly women. They are working hard to attract also 
young women. But a couple of years ago, women came who said: so, there are also young 
women at KAV, and they are not engaged with Catholicism. We do not take that [Catholicism] 
into account. In fact, we do not look at that. We do not ask ourselves: is this okay for Catholic 
KAV? It never occurred to us.
182
   
 
                                                          
182 Nee, eigenlijk niet. Want ik ga eerlijk zeggen, en Margo weet dat ook, dat is voor veel vrouwen die naar Kleurrijk willen 
komen een drempel. Zo van ik wil niet geassocieerd worden met KAV, want die katholieke zuil, ik wil daar niet van weten. 
En we hebben dan toch al voor jaren terug mensen over de vloer gekregen en dat die zeiden van ah, er zijn ook jonge 
vrouwen. Ik ben nu al een beetje ouder, maar dat ze toch zeiden van ah, er zijn ook jonge vrouwen bij KAV. Want KAV heeft 
een beetje een imago probleem. Daar heb ik met Margo ook over gesproken. Dat het vooral oudere vrouwen aantrekt. Ze 
zijn volop bezig om daar rond te werken om ook jonge vrouwen aan te trekken. Maar dat er voor jaren terug toch vrouwen 
kwamen die zeiden van tsja, er zitten ook jonge vrouwen bij KAV, en dat wij niet met dat katholieke bezig waren. Wij 
houden daar ook geen rekening mee. We kijken er niet naar eigenlijk. Bij ons is dat niet van oei, zou dat wel kunnen voor 
het katholiek KAV? Dat is nooit in ons opgekomen. 
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The generation-argument holds that especially young women today find it hard to identify 
with Christianity. It assumes that they are generally non-religious or ‘differently religious’ in 
the sense of embracing individually constructed religiosities through using various sources of 
inspiration and through disconnection from Catholicism, which as institutionalised 
Christianity does not support women in their modern life-styles that hardly correspond with 
the traditional gender roles espoused by the Catholic Church (Woodhead 2008c). And so, the 
argument goes, in order to attract young women as members and regenerate the movement – 
and save it from extinction – the women’s organisation needs urgently to get rid of the ‘K’ in 
its name and should not adopt any reference to religious inspiration or a specific worldview in 
its new name. This argument concurs with the view of historian Bart Latre (2011), who holds 
that the movement of progressive Christians that blossomed in the 1970s and 1980s is a 
generation-bounded phenomenon and today hardly finds following among young men and 
women. This point of view predicts the extinction of the movement of progressive Christians 
in Flanders. Another example of the generation argument can be found in the interview with 
Liza, one of Femma’s national policy makers: 
 
But if you talk about the religious framework, many young women are either atheist or are 
maybe believers, but they will construct that in a very different way. So it is not the case that 
we changed our name, or our openness regarding zingeving, that it was done primarily for 
allochtonous [ethnic, cultural and/or religious minority] women. It was rather done for 
everyone. Mainly for young women.183    
 
In this quote, the assumption regarding young women being non-religious or religious in a 
non-traditional way is made explicit. Generational dimensions of argumentations often imply 
classification, in this case the classification of ‘old women’ versus ‘young women’ emerges. 
According to philosopher Iris van der Tuin (2009), a classificatory approach often comes with 
sequential negation and often implies a progress narrative. In the narratives of my 
interviewees, the category of ‘young women’ stands for the potential regeneration and 
survival of the women’s organisation, which implies that their needs should be primarily 
attended to over the needs of older women.  
 In what follows, I explore the ways in which the identities of young women are 
constructed, confirmed and embraced in the narratives of my interviewees, and how 
simultaneously other groups of women (old women, ethnic minority women and Muslim 
women) are negated from the narrative about the regeneration of the women’s organisation. 
Both ethnicity and secularity are implicated in the construction of young women and the 
progress narrative that is part of those arguments in favour of the name-change. Next, I 
demonstrate that both Christianity and Islam are main aspects in setting up arguments against 
the name-change. 
 
   
                                                          
183
 Maar als je het dan hebt over het religieuze kader, heel veel jonge vrouwen zijn ofwel atheïst ook of zijn misschien wel 
gelovig, maar zullen dat op een heel andere manier vormgeven. Dus het is niet zo dat we onze naam veranderd hebben, of 
die openheid binnen zingeving, dat we dat vooral voor de allochtone vrouwen hebben gedaan. Maar voor iedereen 
eigenlijk. Ook voor jonge vrouwen ook wel vooral. 
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10.3.2.  Whiteness and Secular Progress Implicated  
 
The generation argument intersects with whiteness. Often, as can be seen in the quote taken 
from the interview with one of Femma’s national policy makers, the ethnic identity of the 
young women Femma aims to attract as potential new members is not made explicit. 
However, when we consider how ‘young women’ are positioned as a general and supposedly 
neutral category versus ‘allochtonous women’ (women of ethnic, cultural and/or religious 
minorities), it becomes clear that whiteness is implicated when talking about ‘young women’. 
In a way, whiteness is also implied by the adjective ‘non-religious’. As academic and public 
discourses about ‘secular Europe’ refer predominantly to the perspectives, identities and 
experiences of especially white middle class men, and to a lesser degree to those of white 
middle class women (Blagaard 2007, Bracke & Fadil 2009, Midden 2010), talking about 
young non-religious women is actually a way of constructing ethnicity within the context of 
conversation (Best 2003).  
 In the quote above, explicit mention is made of ‘allochtonous women’, who are not 
explicitly targeted as potential new Femma members and are therefore not seen as potentially 
contributing to the regeneration of the movement. In some interviews, the non-existence of an 
explicit aim to target Muslim women as new members is emphasised. ‘Young women’ and 
‘allochtonous women’ are constructed as two different categories, the first implying 
whiteness, non-religiosity or ‘believing differently’ and a Christian background, the latter 
implying non-whiteness and Islam. Emphasising that Muslim women are not a primary target 
group, my interviewees meant to counter the Islamophobic argument. However, while the 
speakers establish a distance vis-à-vis Islamophobic sentiments, they distance themselves 
simultaneously from Muslim women. The Islamophobic argument will be dealt with in 
section 9.3.3. 
 The narratives about the regeneration of the women’s movement does not only include 
young women assumed to be white and secular, the implication of secularity is moreover part 
of a sense of progress of history and of women’s emancipation. Several interviewees spoke 
about the women’s organisation’s problem of negative associations people have in mind when 
talking about KAV – often considered to be an organisation for Catholic elderly women. My 
interviewees felt that as society and the position and experiences of women within that 
changed during the last decades, KAV should change as well to keep up with new 
developments and be part of the future. In their narratives, the name KAV stands for old times 
when it was common for women to be fulltime housewife, a social position that concurs with 
traditional Catholic teachings about women’s appropriate place in society. The new name 
Femma connotes modern times with its associations of women’s emancipation and secularity 
in the sense of increased distance to Catholic teachings and morality. In the narratives arguing 
in favour of the name-change, secularity, modernity and women’s emancipation are conflated 
(Jakobsen & Pellegrini 2008). Regine, who as a Femma member organises 
zingevingsactivities in West-Flanders, puts it literally: “Isn’t it because, yes how did that come 
about, they want to sound a bit more modern? And attract young people?”184  
                                                          
184 Ja. Ja, het is nu niet omdat, ja hoe komt het, ze willen een beetje moderner klinken? En wat jonge mensen aantrekken?  
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The quote below from Fran, Femma volunteer in Antwerp, is another example of these 
discursive conflations: 
 
…[the name KAV] bothered people, who said they would never want to be part of KAV. So 
this was indeed because of that Catholic [connotation]. […] So they have a certain image in 
mind. Well, KAV has, in old days this name, it was good, because it [the organisation] 
emerged that way. In old days, women indeed stayed at home and therefore meetings for 
women were organised at home, such as cooking, making flower bouquets, or just drinking 
coffee. That was the time of our mothers. And it was in the parishes. And they [Femma 
national policy makers] want to change that, because working women cannot meet during day 
time. That doesn’t exist anymore. But those elderly ladies, we need to take them into account 
too, so I actually don’t know how they will figure that out.185  
 
Here, the feeling is that with the name Femma, the women’s organisation keeps up with new 
times of women’s emancipation and increased secularisation. At the same time, the narrative 
conveys a sense that the changes leave the opinions and needs of older women at times out of 
the picture. In the conversation with Antwerp Femma staff member Margo, the new secular 
name Femma was represented as not only well suited to attract young non-religious women, 
but also as better able to cater to the identities of non-heterosexual women. As Margo put it: 
 
I met a lady, I will always remember that, she stopped [at my stall] and said: madam, now I 
can maybe become a member of your organisation, because I think you do nice things. I said: 
but madam, why now and not earlier? You could have become a member of our organisation 
before? We used to be [called] Christian Working-Class Women, but we were open towards 
all women. And she said: yes, but madam, I am a lesbian. And I said: but a lesbian, madam, 
what holds you from becoming a member? And she said: yes, but isn’t it forbidden by the 
Catholic Church? So just because.. [our name]. While we weren’t even [called] Catholic 
Working-Class Women, but really Christian Working-Class Women. We even fought, for 
example, for [improving] the position of women in the church, we kicked at many Christian 
legs. I just want to say that. But just because of the name, while I wasn’t even aware about it, 
for some people it meant an obstacle or threshold to come to us.
186
 
 
                                                          
185 Ik zeg het ook, er waren mensen die erover vielen van ik zou nooit bij KAV komen. Dus werkelijk omwille van dat 
katholieke. Als ze ons bezig zien en workshops doen, dan gaat dat weg he. Dan is dat [zo van] oh, tsja het kan ook anders. 
Omdat ze er zo een beeld van hebben. Nu KAV dat heeft, ik zeg het.. vroeger was de naam, wat dat ook goed was, want zo 
is het ook ontstaan. Vroeger bleven vrouwen inderdaad thuis en dan werden er bijeenkomsten georganiseerd voor 
vrouwen: bloemen schikken, koken, er werd dan gewoon eens een koffie gedaan met weet ik veel wat. Dat was zo de tijd 
van onze moeders. En dat was dan echt parochies he. En daar willen ze ook wel wat van afstappen natuurlijk, omdat 
werkende vrouwen kunnen niet overdag komen he. Dat bestaat niet meer. Maar natuurlijk die oudere dames daar moeten 
we ook mee rekening houden, dus ik denk voor hun hoe ze daar uitraken, dat weet ik eigenlijk niet.  
186 Ja. Plus ook ik heb een vrouw [ontmoet], en dat is mij altijd bijgebleven, en die stopte en die zei van mevrouw, nu kan ik 
misschien lid worden van jullie organisatie, want ik vind wel dat jullie leuke dingen doen. Ik zeg: mevrouw, maar waarom nu 
en waarom vroeger niet?, want u kon toch altijd lid worden van onze organisatie? We waren wel de Kristelijke Arbeiders 
Vrouwen beweging, maar we stonden open voor alle vrouwen. En ze zei: ja maar mevrouw, ik ben lesbienne. En ik zei: maar 
een lesbienne, mevrouw, wat verhindert u om bij ons lid te worden? En ze zei: ja maar dat mag toch niet van de katholieke 
kerk? Dus enkel onze [naam].. Allee, terwijl we ook geen katholieke arbeidersvrouwen waren, we waren echt kristelijke 
arbeidersvrouwen. En we hebben ook bijvoorbeeld de positie van de vrouwen in de kerk, daar ijvert Femma al heel lang 
[voor], allee heeft ze al tegen heel veel christelijke schenen gestampt. Dus ik wil maar zeggen. Maar toch die naam, zonder 
dat ik mijzelf daar ook bewust van was, dat was voor sommige mensen toch wel een belemmering of een drempel om naar 
ons toe te komen.  
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In this narrative, the assumption of a necessarily oppositional relationship between Christian 
organisations and sexual diversity is questioned. Also scholars in the field of the study of the 
secular and sexuality have critiqued this assumption, as it obstructs potential alliances 
between non-religious and religious progressive movements in the struggle for women’s and 
LGBTQI rights and emancipation and sexual freedom (Jakobsen & Pellegrini 2001).  
 The above analysis demonstrates that the secular name Femma is considered to be 
more suitable to attract young white women and non-heterosexual women. Secularisation, in 
the sense of an increased distance vis-à-vis Catholic authorities, doctrine and traditions, 
comes to stand for inclusivity, progressiveness and future regeneration. This wish to further 
secularise could be based upon what Rahil Roodsaz (2014) calls a desire to ‘become (more) 
modern’ (Jakobsen & Pellegrini 2008), which the women’s organisation aims to achieve by 
building a new identity symbolised by a new secular name.    
 
 
10.3.3.  The Loss of Explicit Reference to Christianity 
 
While my interviewees were generally positive about the new name Femma, they told me 
about reactions among Femma members the name-change evoked, both positive and negative. 
They also explained their discursive strategies as policy makers, staff members or volunteers 
in dealing with negative responses and feelings. They spoke of some Femma members’ 
resentment regarding the loss of an explicit identification with Christianity as the historical 
source of inspiriation and religious belonging of the women’s organisation. As Antwerp staff 
member Margo told me:  
 
After our name-change, I was present with our new name at a meeting at the Groenplaats in 
Antwerp where all kinds of organisations and associations presented themselves. I received 
many responses. Responses from our members who were very irritated and angry because we 
changed that name. Because they actually felt that: there is so much value in our name, so 
what have you done?
187
   
 
Not only Femma’s own members, but some other organisations part of Catholic civil society 
expressed their disappointment regarding the new name in terms of the loss of explicit 
connection to Christian roots and faith. One of the strategies used by my interviewees to 
respond is situated within the framework of the reconstruction of a social-cultural Christian 
identity (Dobbelaere 2010). The explanation of one of Femma’s national policy-makers, Liza, 
about the choice for the new name Femma in relation to Christian identity can be considered 
as an example of this reconstruction: 
 
Yes, [the identification with] Christianity is not part of it anymore. I think that is important. I 
think it is true that we open our doors very widely by removing the Christian aspect. But in our 
                                                          
187 Toen onze naam pas veranderd was stond ik op de verenigingsmarkt op de Groenplaats in Antwerpen met die nieuwe 
naam. Ik heb daar heel veel reacties gekregen. Reacties van onze leden die heel verbolgen en heel kwaad waren omdat we 
die naam hadden veranderd. Omdat ze eigenlijk vonden van dat is zo’n waarde dat er in die naam zit en wat hebben jullie 
nu gedaan? 
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mission and vision we refer to those values, such as solidarity and justice. Some say: those are 
not Christian values, they are humanist values. Yes, that is true in fact. Yes. Actually, any 
individual with a Christian framework for constructing meaning is very much welcome here. 
We do not throw away our Christian roots. They have an important role in the viewpoints we 
take up, and our choice for specific target groups. So the ideas and thoughts of Cardijn 
certainly have a place. But those who do not have that framework, they should be as much 
welcome. So that is a clear choice.
188
  
 
So the internal discussion about the loss of an explicit Christian identity is based upon 
differences in worldview that exists within the Catholic pillar of Flanders: Liza’s story reveals 
that not all members of the women’s organisation are in favour of the reconstruction of a 
social-cultural Christian identity, or at least not in favour of one that becomes secularised to 
the extent that explicit references to Christianity seem to dissapear altogether. Some of these 
voices might embrace a more ‘traditional’ Catholic religiosity and therefore endorse a more 
explicit Christian identity, with references to roots in Catholic faith and tradition, for the 
women’s organisation. For some of these negative voices the problem may lie in the 
horizontal relationship that is set up between transcendent and immanent sources of 
inspiration and truth claims. The construction of a horizontal relationship is attested by the 
Femma’s zingevingspolicy paper (2013) that puts Biblical stories about God’s commands to 
humanity on a par with Mahatma Ghandi’s perspectives on peace and solidarity, and with 
popular psychological literature on how to live a good life. Treating sources that refer to 
transcendent realms of authority as entirely equal to sources that refer to human wisdoms or 
immanent processes of meaning-making might result in the feeling of lack of 
acknowledgment among those Femma members who construct beliefs and social life in terms 
of transcendent truths that are considered as standing in a vertical relationship to human 
values and immanent meaning-making. This potential tension in the experience of 
transcendent and immanent truths is not acknowledged by the zingevingspolicy paper, nor by 
the positive perspectives on the name-change. Underlying this silence on the potential role of 
transcendence in women’s zingeving may be, as Mariecke van den Berg suggests, “an 
insecurity towards the persistent presence of transcendence in truth claims, which still forms a 
substantial part of religion, however much it might have changed” (2014: 3).   
However, other reasons and affects also underly the resistance against the loss of an 
explicit link with Christianity. In the reiterations of my interviewees, the need to hold on to an 
explicit Christian identity went at times hand in hand with a fear of Islam. This intersection of 
the claim about the necessity of an explicit Christian identity with Islamophobia will be 
discussed into-depth in the below subsection.  
 
 
                                                          
188 En ja, het christelijke is er wel uitgevallen. Ik denk wel dat dat ook belangrijk is. Ik denk wel dat het zo is dat we de deur 
naar buiten, dat we die hebben willen breder openzetten door dat christelijke er wel uit te halen. Maar in onze missie en 
visie verwijzen we wel naar die waarden, zoals solidariteit en rechtvaardigheid. Sommigen zeggen dan van ja, dat zijn geen 
christelijke waarden, dat zijn humanistische waarden. Ja, dat klopt eigenlijk wel. Ja. Enfin ja. Het is eigenlijk zo dat iemand 
vanuit een christelijk betekenisgevingskader dat die hier heel erg welkom is. Dat we onze christelijke roots ook zeker niet 
overboord gooien. Dat die een belangrijke rol hebben in onze standpunten die we innemen, de keuze voor de doelgroepen 
die we hebben. Dus de ideeën en de gedachten van Kardijn hebben zeker hun plek. Maar het kan ook wel zijn dat iemand 
niet met dat kader, die moet ook even welkom zijn. En dat is wel een duidelijke keuze, ja. 
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10.3.4.  Christianity Intersects with Islamophobia 
 
According to my interviewees, some Femma local groups and individual members felt that 
the name-change was primarily meant to attract larger numbers of Muslim women. My 
interviewees’ strategy to respond to this assumption was to deny the existence of any such 
intention underlying the name-change. They also point at the irrationality of this assumption 
by emphasising that since the name-change, the arrival of a large group of Muslim women as 
new Femma members never took place. While it is productive to point at this statistical reality 
in order to counter irrational fears, on the other hand, it does not counter the fear itself. Some 
interviewees do, however, emphasise that although the name-change wasn’t primarily meant 
to attract Muslim women, Muslim women are as welcome as other women to become new 
members of the women’s organisation. Margo invokes the Gospels to make her point in this 
discussion, and maybe also to counter those who construct Christianity in their arguments as 
oppositional to or as protective against Islam:  
 
I will give you an example. One of my groups asked me to come and explain, because they 
were very angry about our plans to change our name, and they were very angry about the 
upcoming disappearance of the ‘K’ from our name, so the Christian [aspect]. […] And so 
[they asked]: "why does the ‘K’ disappear from our name? Because, [it means] that we should 
allow also those with their scarves. In fact, I didn’t understand them. I said: those with their 
rags? [They replied:] well yes, those Muslim ladies. I said: But yes, aren’t they anyhow 
welcome to join you? Hasn’t our organisations always been open to all women, and not only 
for Flemish Christian women? And I said: [if not,] in that case, my parents wrongly explained 
me the Gospels, or being Christian. Because I have always thought that one of the basic values 
is being open towards everyone and the equality of everyone. And then they were silent. But I 
really want to make clear what it really means.
189
   
 
In the understanding of some Femma members, the name-change closes off any explicit link 
with Christianity in order to open up deliberately for Islam. Their words, as reiterated by my 
interviewees, convey a sense of fear of and anxiety about the presence of Islam. For example, 
the phrase ‘to open the gates for Islam’ evokes images of flooding and submersion or even 
surrender to an alien religious tradition. Such fear of Islam can be described as Islamophobia, 
which is in the Flemish context based, according to Nadia Fadil, not so much upon potential 
or actual committed offensens, but rather upon the images people make of Muslims or Islam, 
which are especially centred upon the idea that Muslims are “powerful and strong, and 
therefore dangerous” (2011a: 10, translation mine). The quote below offers an interesting 
                                                          
189 Allee, nog eens zo’n voorbeeld. Een van mijn groepen vroeg om naar hun te komen om te vertellen omdat ze heel 
verbolgen waren dat we onze naam gingen veranderen en ze waren heel boos omdat de ‘K’ uit onze naam ging 
[verdwijnen], het christelijke. Zo is het ook direct in de pers [gekomen], de pers is daarop gesprongen. En de pers speelt 
zoals gewoonlijk een kwaaie rol, want die haalt datgene eruit waar dat ze eigenlijk iets mee kunnen allee, wat commotie 
kunnen oppikken he. Dus [ze vroegen:] waarom de ‘k’ uit onze naam ging [verdwijnen]. Want, zeiden ze tegen mij, dan 
moeten wij die met hun doekskes [hoofddoek] ook binnen laten. Maar ik verstond het eigenlijk niet. Ik zeg: die met hun 
doekskes? [Zij zeiden:] Ah ja, die moslim madammen he. Ik zeg: maar ja, waren die hiervoor dan eigenlijk niet welkom bij 
jullie? Ik zeg van onze organisatie heeft toch altijd open gestaan voor alle vrouwen, niet enkel voor Vlaamse christelijke 
vrouwen? En ik zeg: dan hebben mijn ouders het Evangelie, of het christen zijn, verkeerd verteld aan mij, want ik heb altijd 
gedacht dat een van de basiswaarden was dat je moest [moet] openstaan voor iedereen en dat iedereen gelijk was [is]. En 
dan zwegen ze. Maar ik wil maar zeggen dat allee, [wat] dat toch wel inhoudt.  
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reflection on what is dubbed ‘Islamophobia’ among Femma members by Esra, a Femma staff 
member in Hasselt. The various strategies of dealing with negative responses regarding the 
name-change discussed above are also reflected in Esra’s narrative: 
 
Now, one year and few months later, it is not that much alive anymore as back then. But I 
myself was surprised that it wasn’t that much about the disappearance of the ‘K’, of the 
Christian roots and identity. It had to do with that too, but immediately, when I asked 
questions and continued asking further questions, then we arrived at Islamophobia. Yes. At a 
certain moment I asked: well, the ‘K’ disappeared, but how important is that really for you? 
Whose daughters are still going to church? And then they often said themselves: actually, not 
only our daughters, be we ourselves do not go often anymore. And in that case I continue to 
pose questions. And then [the response is as such]: in fact yes, Europe is Islamising. One put it 
literally: you put the doors wide open for Islam. And I thought: no! Now they understand 
better. This year in May, we brought together local groups in each region of the province. And 
also there, I don’t know exactly in which region it was, but someone posed the question: how 
many women of other ethnic origins became new members since the name-change? And I 
once more made clear: look ladies, we have the name-change, a long process took place before 
that, and it also happened to cover reality. Also regarding those women [of ethnic minorities], 
but that wasn’t our primary target group. We primarily started from the idea that zingeving 
today takes place in another way. And the ‘K’ and the ‘A’ do not attract young women, they 
don’t recognise themselves in that. And one year later, they [local Femma groups] start to 
understand that. […] [I] don’t know whether it is jealousy, but.. church attendance is 
decreasing, and.. more and more mosques are being built. And also in the streets, you see 
women with headscarves. So there is a counter movement. And I think that that is considered a 
bit painful.. Yes, maybe it is competition. But a threat also, literally a threat.
190
   
 
Fadil (2011a) similarly speaks of the sense of threat as an important aspect of Islamophobia 
among the white majority population in Flanders. The quote above demonstrates that this idea 
of threat is directly linked to the sense of an upcoming flood. In a period of change for the 
women’s organisation, in which it feels itself forced to rethink and reform in the face of 
declining membership and social importance, the feeling of crisis and insecurity becomes the 
ground upon which the potential arrival of Muslims appears as a threat. Fadil similarly 
                                                          
190 Nu een jaar en een paar maanden later leeft dat niet zoveel als toen. Maar ik was er zelf van verrast dat het eigenlijk 
niet zozeer ging over het wegvallen van de ‘K’, van de christelijke roots en identiteit. Dat had ook daarmee te maken, maar 
meteen als je dan verder, als ik daar vragen [over] doorstelde, bleef doorvragen en verder stelde, dan kwamen we wel uit 
op islamofobie. Op een gegeven moment werd gezegd, als ik dan zei van ja maar goed, de ‘K’ is weggevallen, maar hoe 
belangrijk is dat nog voor jou? Wie van jullie dochters gaat nog naar de kerk? En dan zeiden ze zelf van ja, maar eigenlijk 
niet alleen onze dochters maar wij zelf ook niet meer zo vaak. En dan blijf ik doorvragen. En dan [was de reactie:] eigenlijk 
ja, hier gaat, Europa gaat ook islamiseren. Ene die het letterlijk zei van jullie zetten de deuren wijd open voor de islam. En 
dan denk je van nee! Nu kunnen ze het beter begrijpen. Want dit jaar hebben wij in mei per streek, binnen de provincie per 
streek, een aantal lokale groepen samengebracht. En daar hebben ze ook de vraag in ik weet niet welke streek was het, 
maar daar heeft iemand de vraag gesteld: hoeveel vrouwen van een andere etnische afkomst hebben zich lid gemaakt sinds 
de naamsverandering? En daar heb ik nog eens duidelijk gemaakt van kijk dames, we hebben ook de naamsverandering, 
want er is ook een lang proces aan vooraf gegaan, is ook gebeurd om de hele lading te dekken. Ook voor die vrouwen, maar 
dat was niet onze hoofdgroep. We zijn er voornamelijk ook vanuit vertrokken dat zingeving gebeurt op een andere manier 
tegenwoordig. En die ‘K’ en die ‘A’ spreekt de jonge vrouwen niet meer aan of ze herkennen zich niet daarin. En een jaar 
later beginnen ze dat te begrijpen. […] [I]k weet niet of dat jaloezie is, maar.. de kerk is leeg aan het lopen en er komen ja.. 
meer en meer moskeeën bij. En ook op het straatbeeld ziet ge ook die vrouwen met een hoofddoek. Dus daar is een 
tegenbeweging. En dan denk ik dat dat ook een beetje ja wringt.. Ja, concurrentie misschien. Ja, een bedreiging ook, 
letterlijk een bedreiging.  
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connects Islamophobia to a general sense of crisis and insecurity that she feels is an aspect of 
the consciousness of the white majority population at large in times of political, social and 
economic changes:  
 
We are suddenly reminded of our vulnerability, and of the fact that we are not that 
indestructible as we initially thought. And suddenly, memories of distant history, in which the 
‘other’ functioned as the historical rival of European Christianity, seem not be that far away 
anymore (2011a: 10, translation mine). 
  
The analysis of these narratives provides also an explanation for Femma’s national director 
Eva Brumagne’s comment in the Femma magazine of July 2012 regarding the controversy 
about the name-change that “we have nothing against headscarves, but we are not going to 
wear them ourselves” (2012: 3). ‘We’ refers here to Femma’s policy makers, staff and 
volunteers, implicated to be white and social-culturally Christian or post-Christian. Initially, it 
seems strange that Brumagne feels compelled, as a non-Muslim woman, to underline that she 
is not going to wear a headscarf. The analysis above, however, demonstrates that this is a 
comment probably made vis-à-vis negative responses regarding the name-change linked to 
assumptions about the arrival at or embrace of Muslim women and Islam by the women’s 
organisation. According to Carland (2011), Islamophobia often includes a fear of loss of 
freedom, and Muslims are assumed to import restrictive and oppressive behavioural codes and 
morals, especially related to sartorial practices. This reading explains why Brumagne feels the 
need to assert her autonomy (and implicitly that of the women’s organisation at large) vis-à-
vis Islamic dress, as well as the reason why some Femma groups and individuals feel anxious 
about the movement’s supposed increased openness towards Muslim women. Carland’s 
conclusion is revealing here of the dynamics taking place in Islamophobic sentiments existing 
among part of Femma’s members:  
 
At a time when, in some Western countries, the object of fear is Muslims themselves, […] we 
find that it is those Muslim women who, paradoxically, seem to be both the bringers of the 
fear of loss of freedom, and the bearers of it (2011: 473).  
 
 
10.4. Individual Constructions of (Non)Religion 
 
Femma members construct through their narratives a variety of individual (non)religious 
identities and positionings. In what follows, I analyse the ways in which the seven 
interviewed Femma members narrate their (non)religiosities through setting up a 
categorisation of four types of (non)religious identities and positionings: cultural religion; 
non-religion; Christian-feminist engagement; and female spirituality. The last two types are 
explicitly gendered positionings, in the sense that being a woman is understood to make a 
difference for the formation of the individual religious or spiritual identity (Aune, Vincett & 
Sharma 2008). The first two types are not explicitly gendered ones in the interview narratives. 
I believe that this categorisation provides only a glimpse of the immense diversity that exists 
among the thousands of Femma members regarding their individual constructions of non-
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believing, religiosity and spirituality. I will look at the ways in which these four types of 
(non)religiosity, and the voices of Femma members that are covered in this typology, are 
embedded in the socio-cultural Christian identity of the Catholic pillar (Dobbelaere 2010, 
Billiet & Dobbelaere 1976) and religious and secular developments in Flanders at large, 
where the white majority population becomes increasingly secular (Billiet, Abts & 
Swyngedouw 2013), alternative spiritualities are on the rise (Houtman & Aupers 2008), and 
the relationship between Catholicism and feminism is particularly difficult. 
 
 
10.4.1.  Cultural Religion 
 
As already referred to in the case study on ella, Demerath III’s definition of ‘cultural religion’ 
(2000) is helpful to understand forms of identification with a religious background among 
feminists in Flanders, in this case also among Femma members. Cultural religion, according 
to the author, is a religious phenomenon on the rise throughout Europe, and “affords a sense 
of personal identity and continuity with the past even after participation in ritual and belief 
have lapsed” (2000: 127). In the former chapter, this label was used to explain the religious 
identification of a white ella member with a Catholic background and upbringing. In that 
sense, her religious identification could be labeled ‘culturally Catholic’. Among the Femma 
members, Esra’s narration of her religious-cultural identification can be analysed and 
understood as ‘cultural Islam’. All the more because Esra, Femma staff member in Hasselt, 
herself used the phrase ‘cultural Islamic background’ to describe her origins and upbringing, 
and she rejected the term ‘secular Muslim’ upon my question about how she would describe 
herself in terms of religion. She narrates about her family’s history of migration from the 
former Yoegoslavia in relation to her identity: 
 
My mother was fifty years old when she came here and we have an Islamic background, 
although not very practicing. It is more of a cultural Islamic background. In the sense of also 
growing up in a Communist country, my mother too, because she was born in the fifties, 
which means after the Second World War. But to say, how do I introduce myself, what is my 
identity? Yes, I have a multiple layered identity, I realise that very well. And they [colleagues] 
feel that. Maybe I do not put it in many words, but they feel it, in the sense that okay of course 
I am Kosovar. But at the same time, I realise I become more and more.. Belgian or Flemish or 
Limburgian. Yes, I am a Musl.. I have an Islamic background. So some religious Muslims find 
it difficult when I say that, because I do drink alcohol, I eat pork. And when you continue 
saying you’re a Muslim woman. Yes, well, so I am not a Muslim woman. Yes, I do refer to 
that [Islamic background], because it is part of my culture. […] But I have never, how should I 
put it, never.. I am not educated in being Muslim. In the same way as a person here is educated 
in for example being Catholic. And so I say I have an Islamic background, because it is 
conveyed informally. Even informally not that much, but anyway. In a subtle way. There are a 
number of rituals. Yes, I do eat pork, but I don’t buy it. Well, it is an imaginary thing, but to 
say: now I go to the shop and buy it and prepare it. No, I don’t do that. And I do taste it. But 
yes, I also do with the meat of sheep. And the smells, I can’t bear them well. That also has to 
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do with the Islamic background. And then you have the difference between halal [and haram] 
and what is halal meat? Because we got to learn that over here, also my mother. I have a 
Belgian friend and my mother asks him: what does that mean, halal meat? Yes, and he starts 
explaining her about halal meat and why it is called that way. And she says: we never made 
any distinction, you went to the butcher, and they had no pork, but all the rest.. And there was 
no distinction, well yes, non-Muslims eat pork and we don’t. But any difference between [two 
types of] chicken, in the sense that it is not always halal [didn’t exist]. But it is about the ritual 
slaughter. And I got to learn that here. Probably they also ritually slaughtered in Kosovo, but 
we never called it that way. Because we knew, if it is not pork, all the rest was edible for us. 
And so over here, you learn more about your own identity. And you ask people from Belgium: 
what is this? And I also say yes, at this moment, I do not feel the need to experience or 
practice Islam. But maybe the desire will be there once, or you may need it. And how do you 
deal with it then. So you will see what the future brings (emphasis on ‘here’ is original).191  
 
It is interesting to notice that Esra stuttered when she spoke about her Islamic background at 
the moment she was about the say ‘I am a Muslim’. She did not finish the final word of the 
sentence and tells about her experience of being questioned by some of the Muslims she met 
regarding whether she is really Muslim or not. In that sense, her identification with a cultural 
Islamic background, instead of as being Muslim, has partly been disciplined by prevailing 
norms about what it is to be Muslim, which includes abstaining from alcohol and pork. 
Speaking about her experience of being questioned and not always accepted as Muslim brings 
her to say that she is not educated in being Muslim, which refers to a lack of education in 
Islamic belief and knowledge in the context of Communist country. At the same time, some 
traditions of being Muslims have in fact been conveyed to her through bodily affects and 
sensations: Esra’s intuitive resistance against the smell of pork and the idea of preparing pork 
is in the narrative related to her Islamic background.             
                                                          
191 Mijn moeder was 50 jaar toen ze naar hier kwam en we hebben ook een islamitische achtergrond, maar niet echt heel 
veel praktiserend. Meer een culturele islamitische achtergrond. En in de zin van ook in een communistisch land opgegroeid, 
en mama ook, want zij is in de jaren ’50, dus na de Tweede Wereldoorlog, geboren. […] Maar om te zeggen van hoe stel ik 
mijzelf voor, en wat is mijn identiteit? Ja, ik heb een meerlagige identiteit, dat besef ik heel goed. En dat voelen ze ook. 
Misschien zeg ik dat niet met zoveel woorden, maar dat voelen ze ook, zo van okay ik ben natuurlijk Kosovaars. Maar 
tegelijkertijd besef ik ook dat ik hoe langer hoe meer ook.. Belgisch of Vlaams of Limburgse wordt. Ja, ik ben een mosl.. ik 
heb een islamitische achtergrond. Dus dat sommige religieuze moslims hebben daar ook moeite mee als ik dat zeg, omdat 
ik ja ik drink alcohol, ik eet varkensvlees. En dan blijf je zeggen dat je moslima bent. Ja, ik ben dan ook geen moslima. Ja, dat 
zeg ik wel, omdat dat wel deel uitmaakt van mijn cultuur. […] Maar ik heb nooit, hoe moet ik het zeggen, nooit.. ik ben echt 
nooit gevormd in moslim-zijn. Zoals hier iemand wordt gevormd in bijvoorbeeld katholiek-zijn. En daarmee zeg ik dat ik een 
islamitische achtergrond heb, omdat je dat wel ja informeel hebt meegekregen. Zelfs informeel niet zoveel, maar goed. Op 
een subtiele manier. Dan zijn er een aantal rituelen. Ja, ik eet varkensvlees, maar ik koop dat niet. Allee, dat zit tussen uw 
oren, om nu te zeggen van ik ga nu naar de winkel en ik ga dat kopen en ik ga dat voorbereiden, ja nee, ik doe dat niet. En ik 
proef het ook he. Maar ja, ik heb dat evengoed met schapenvlees. Dus die geuren kan ik niet zo goed verdragen. Maar dat 
heeft ook met die islamitische achtergrond te maken. Maar dan komt ge op het verschil van halal en wat is halal vlees? 
Want dat hebben wij, mijn moeder ook he, hier leren kennen. En ik heb een Belgische vriend en mijn moeder vraagt aan 
hem: wat is dat, halal-vlees? Ja, en hij begint dan aan haar uit te leggen wat halal-vlees is en hoe het komt dat dat zo 
genoemd wordt. Omdat zij zegt van we hebben nooit een onderscheiding gemaakt, je ging naar de slager en ja daar hadden 
ze geen varkensvlees, voor de rest was het.. En bij ons was er het onderscheid van okay, de niet-moslims eten varkensvlees 
en wij eten dat niet. Maar een verschil van bijvoorbeeld kippenvlees, dat dat ook niet altijd halal [is]. Maar het gaat over 
rituele slachting. En dat het ik hier leren kennen. Waarschijnlijk hebben ze in Kosovo ook ritueel geslacht, maar wij hebben 
dat nooit zo genoemd. Want je wist, als het niet varkens[vlees] was, de rest was het, allee voor ons, eetbaar. En dan kom je 
hier meer dingen te weten over uw eigen identiteit. En dan vraag je aan mensen van hier, van België, van wat is dat nu? En 
daarmee.. En ik zeg ook van ja, op dit moment heb ik geen behoefte aan om islam te beleven of te praktiseren, maar 
misschien ooit is er die behoefte of heb je dat nodig. En hoe ga je daarmee om dan. Dan zie je wel wat de toekomst gaat 
brengen.  
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Esra feels that after her arrival in Belgium at a young age, she learned more about her 
cultural identity, and she gives the example of the distinction between halal and haram meat, 
a distinction she did not know about before. However, I suggest that she did not learn about 
her identity in any neutral way, but her learning as situated within the context of Flanders and 
related to communications with Muslims belonging to other ethnic-cultural backgrounds at 
the same time provides her with the terms to describe her identity and belonging. Esra’s 
religious identification can moreover be understood as influenced by dominant social-cultural 
Christian discourses (Dobbelaere 2010) in Femma that put an emphasis upon values and 
religious roots instead of religious dogma’s and practice. The importance of religious values 
is underlined in her narrative as such:  
 
[I] am sensitive to those values. In my opinion.. I find them important. Those values that 
emerged from religion and which are conveyed by religious people, I find them very 
important. I am sensitive to that and I have respect for them, for every individual who is 
religious. And some [members of local Femma groups] say yes, it gives me something to hold 
onto. And I tell them that they don’t need to justify themselves, in the same way as I don’t 
need to justify myself. Everyone gives an own interpretation to zingeving and for me it is 
about becoming a better person. But if you start searching for how do you translate that to 
your daily life, than it is not that different. Well, I do not go to a mosque or church and I do 
not pray. I do it in my daily life, I think. And in that way we find each other.
192
  
 
According to Esra, she practices values in her daily life that are not different from many 
religious values about how to live a good life in relation to other people. As her emphasis on 
the diversity of zingeving and the importance of religious-cultural values can be situated 
within the larger framework of Femma’s current understanding of zingeving and the role and 
place of Christianity within the women’s organisation, Esra’s explanation of her identification 
as cultural Islam can be seen as as much a result of her own religious background, questioning 
by other Muslims, and her situatedness within a context of a dominant social-cultural 
Christianity shaped by a Catholic tradition and secularisation. 
 
 
10.4.2.  Non-Religion  
 
Among the interviewees, two Femma members explicitly dis-identified with their religious 
background and upbringing, which is in their case Catholicism. Both emphasised that it is of 
no value to their current lives anymore. While Liza spoke of a shift in the anchoring of her 
values towards humanism instead of Christianity, Fran explicitly identified as a non-believer. 
                                                          
192 [I]k ben wel gevoelig voor de waarden. En in mijn ogen.. ik vind ze belangrijk ook. De waarden die vanuit de religie zijn 
ontstaan en door religieuze mensen worden gedragen, vind ik heel belangrijk. Want als die wegvallen, dan is het inderdaad 
gevaarlijk voor een samenleving. Daar ben ik gevoelig voor en ik heb er respect voor, voor ieder mens die religieus is. En 
dan zeggen ze ook, sommigen daarbij zeggen van ja, maar dat geeft ons een houvast. En ik zeg hen ook dat ze zich niet 
moeten verantwoorden, evengoed moet ik mij ook niet verantwoorden. Iedereen geeft een invulling van een zingeving en 
voor mij is dat ja een beter mens worden. Maar als je dan ook gaat zoeken van hoe je dat vertaald in uw dagdagelijks leven, 
dan is dat niet zo ver van mekaar. Alleen ja, ga ik niet naar een moskee of een kerk en ga ik niet bidden. Ik doe dat in mijn 
dagdagelijks leven denk ik, ja. En in die zin vinden we wel mekaar.  
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Both describe themselves as open towards the beliefs and experiences of others, who are 
encountered within the women’s organisation or within the own family. Similar to the ella 
members who identified as non-believing, these two Femma members also do not identify as 
strict atheists (Mahlamaki 2012: 4). When asked about how she started to be engaged for the 
women’s organisation, Femma national director Liza told me she was accepted for a research 
job. At the time, the old name KAV meant initially an obstacle for her, as she felt she could 
not identify with the ‘A’ and ‘K’ that were part of the name, standing for ‘Workers’ 
(Arbeiders) and ‘Christian’ (Kristelijk). However, she did strongly identify with ‘V’ – Women 
(Vrouwen). She continued her narration about her dis-identification with her Catholic 
background as such:    
  
I feel triggered by humanist [values], for me they are humanist values. Yes, I was raised a 
Catholic, I was baptised and all those things. But for me that has no value. Well, how should I 
put it. Those values for me.. I could as well be working for a socialist organisation. Just as 
easily. Where justice and solidarity are also very important. […] Yes, I think I become very 
enthousiastic about the engagement behind it [socialist or Christian organisations] and the 
engagement of together creating a movement in a society against social injustice. Especially 
when it is about gender, yes.
193
   
 
Liza remained rather short in the description of her understanding of the origins of the values 
that are currently important for her. Antwerp Femma volunteer Fran, however, explained 
more elaborately her background and her current identifications. She describes her 
background as Catholic and ‘typically Flemish’, a phrase she explains this way:  
  
I am from a small village, a Kempian [region in north-east of Flanders] village. A very small 
village. Catholic, yes. Because if you did not get baptised, you were seen as a heretic. Yes, 
really. In my time. Well, I do speak about a couple of years ago. The village has meanwhile 
changed. And where everything happened around the church. So, you went to school in a 
neighbouring town, it all happened there. So my mother stayed at home from the moment I 
was born, I am the eldest. My father was always the only one working. My grandparents lived 
next to us. The family, uncles and aunts, all lived in the same village or neighbouring towns.
194
  
   
While Fran identifies as a non-believer, she is in her daily family life rather pragmatic and not 
resolute about her non-believing. She is married to a man originally from Ivory Coast who 
practices his Catholic faith, her children go to a Catholic school, and she recently considered 
                                                          
193 Maar ik ben vooral getriggerd door de humanistische, voor mij zijn dat humanistische waarden. Ja, ik ben opgevoed als 
katholiek eigenlijk, ik ben gedoopt en al die dingen. Maar dat heeft voor mij geen waarde. Allee ja, hoe moet ik dat zeggen. 
Die waarden voor mij.. ik zou evengoed voor een socialistische organisatie kunnen gewerkt hebben. Evengoed. Waar 
rechtvaardigheid en solidariteit ook heel belangrijk zijn. […] Ja, ik denk dat ik wel het heel geëngageerde erachter en het 
geëngageerde van in een samenleving samen eigenlijk beweging te vormen die sociale onrechtvaardigheid bestrijd, daar 
word ik wel heel warm voor. En als het dan nog eens gaat over gender, ja. 
194 Ik kom uit een dorp, een Kempisch dorpje. Een heel klein dorpje. Katholiek ja, ja. Want als je je daar niet liet dopen, dan 
werd je aanzien als een ketter he. Ja, dat was echt. In mijn tijd he. Allee, ik spreek nu wel over een paar jaartjes geleden. Nu 
is dat dorp ook wel wat veranderd. En waar alles zich afspeelde rond de kerktoren. Dus je ging naar school in een naburig 
stadje, het speelde zich allemaal daar af. Dus mijn moeder is ook thuisgebleven van het moment dat ik geboren ben, ik ben 
de oudste. Mijn vader heeft altijd alleen gewerkt. De grootouders woonden naast ons. De familie, ooms en tantes, 
woonden allemaal in hetzelfde dorp of de naburige dorpen.  
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to organise a non-confessional Spring Feast for her daughter, who turned twelve years old. 
However, when Fran contacted a humanist organisation, which organises non-confessional 
Spring Feasts, they refused to help her set up a Spring Feast. The organisation explained that 
it deemed her not resolute enough as a non-believer. According to Tiina Mahlamaki men 
prove “to be more resolute than women as to their religious beliefs” (Mahlamaki 2012: 60). In 
that sense, the humanist organisation’s policy is formulated from a perspective that does not 
take into account the daily lives and needs of non-believing women, which in general might 
be less strictly organised in terms of either believing or non-believing contexts. Fran critiques 
the uncompromising stance of the humanist organisation, which she compares to the strictness 
of (some) Catholic believers and the Catholic hierarchy:      
 
I think previously, there were few who had something else [besides Catholic faith]. The 
freethinkers, they did exist. But I once called the Freethinkers because when becoming 12 
years old, and primary school is done and you go to secondary school, I liked to have a ritual 
[for my daughter]. They call it a Spring Feast. They [humanist organisations] do that. And so I 
called the Freethinkers, an organisation. And she [the woman at the phone] said: where does 
she attend school? Isn’t she attending a Catholic School? Well, I didn’t choose that school 
because of its Catholic [identity], but because it was not far off. And also because that school 
back then had a good name. And I said: yes, that school. And she said: No, in that case it 
doesn’t work. And so I thought: you also create boxes! And I thought that yes, I don’t want it 
that way! I just don’t want it anymore. It is not because you are in a Catholic school, that you 
[support] all those things.. Because in a Catholic school, in my time, I received classes in 
religion and learned by heart all my Acts of Contrition, Acts of Love and Acts of Hope. Also 
the Ten Commandments, it was really like that. But if you receive classes in religion today, it 
is about much broader themes. They talk about Buddhism, they talk about racism. They deal 
with themes about human life. It is not only that religion [Catholicism] that is taught. So I 
think, if they [Freethinkers] are still [thinking] in [terms of] those boxes, then it doesn’t work 
for me. In that case, I will organise something myself. And so I did. [They refused] Just 
because she is in that [Catholic] school. And they didn’t ask about all the rest. I do not 
[religiously] practice at all. Why did I call them? Not without reason. Anyhow, I learned 
something new (laughing). Yes, I was shocked in fact. I thought it was much broader. But 
eventually I think: that is the same box as the Catholics. And so I think that it doesn’t work, I 
don’t go along with that. We will do something else. But I do indeed think that Flemish 
people, this is the only framework they have. Especially the.. well, I shouldn’t say it is only 
about the older generation. But it is about many of them.
195
 
                                                          
195 Ik zeg het, ik denk dat je vroeger, nu is dat veranderd, maar vroeger ik denk dat er weinig waren die iets anders hadden. 
Vrijzinnigen, dat bestond wel. Maar dat was dan ook zoiets, ik had naar de Vrijzinnigen gebeld omdat ik toch ja ik had graag 
een ritueel zo van 12 jaar worden en de lagere school is gedaan en je gaat naar de middelbare school. Ik denk: misschien 
dat er dan ergens zo’n ritueel gedaan wordt. Een Lentefeest noemt dat. Dat doen ze. Dus ik belde naar de Vrijzinnigen, de 
vereniging. [De vrouw aan de telefoon reageerde:] Ah, zegt ze, en waar gaat ze naar school? Ze gaat toch naar een 
katholieke school? Nu, ik heb die niet gekozen vanwege het katholieke, maar gewoon die lag dichtbij. En omdat die school 
ook toen wel een goede naam had. Ik zeg: ja, die school. [Zij zegt:] Ah nee, dat gaat niet. Dus dan denk ik: jullie stoppen 
evengoed in hokjes! Dan denk ik van ja, dan wil ik het ook al niet meer! Dan wil ik het ook gewoon niet meer. Het is niet dat 
als je op een katholieke school zit, dat je al die dingen.. [volgt]. Want in een katholieke school, ik heb in mijne tijd, ik kreeg 
nog godsdienst en heb al mijn akten van berouw, akten van liefde, akten van hoop en wat dan ook van buiten moeten 
leren. De tien geboden, het was echt dat. Maar als je nu godsdienstles krijgt, dan gaat dat over veel, veel ruimere thema’s. 
Die spreken over boeddhisme, die spreken over racisme. Er komen ook van die humane thema’s aan bod. Dus dat is niet 
meer echt die religie die onderwezen wordt. En ja dan denk ik ook van ja als die [Vrijzinnigen] nog in dat hokje zitten. Dan 
denk ik: okay, dan hoeft dat voor mij ook niet. Dan zal ik zelf wel iets organiseren. Dus dan heb ik dat zelf gedaan. Gewoon 
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Fran analyses her encounter with the humanist organisation in terms of a rather one-sided 
understanding of religion and a narrow definition of the boundaries between religion and non-
religion. Her encounter needs to be situated, I believe, in the context of a Catholic secularity 
that enables certain understandings of religion and its boundaries and disqualifies others.          
 
 
10.4.3.  Female Spirituality  
 
One of the Femma interviewees, Floor, considers herself to be rather spiritual and not 
religious. However, similar to Margo’s positioning analysed above, her identification at the 
level of spirituality and religiosity does not draw strict boundaries between these two 
categories. Dick Houtman and Stef Aupers demonstrate that contemporary forms of 
alternative spiritualities have expanded in Western-Europe since the 1980s especially in the 
Netherlands, Belgium and Ireland (2008: 106). Floor’s construction of spirituality abides to 
what the authors consider a fundamental starting point of these alternative spiritualities – that 
is the ‘sacralisation of the self’. This starting point is grounded in alternative spirituality’s key 
tenet:  
 
[T]he belief that in the deepest layers of the self the ‘divine spark’ – to borrow a term from 
ancient Gnosticism – is still smouldering, waiting to be stirred up and succeed the socialized 
self. This constitutes a basically romanticist conception of the self that “lays central stress on 
the unseen, even sacred forces that dwell within the person, forces that give life and 
relationships their significance (Gergen 1991: 19)” (Houtman & Aupers 2008: 102).  
 
Floor’s narrative about her spirituality and life trajectory includes notions such as vocation, 
female energy and wisdom, mission and inspiration. Her construction of individual spirituality 
is therefore implicated by what she believes are female energy and wisdom that are 
characteristic especially for women. She speaks in terms of creating her ‘own religion’ 
through using ‘ecclectically’ multiple sources and traditions of inspiration. Floor dis-identifies 
through a critical stance from her Catholic background and upbringing, but at the same time 
emphasises that she does not shy away from using the word ‘God’ and the Catholic tradition. 
This pick-and-choose construction of spirituality confirms the classical idea of a pluralist 
spiritual supermarket as coined by sociologist Thomas Luckman (1967). However, Houtman 
& Aupers warn that this idea has…  
 
…simultaneously blinded many observers to the shared tenet of self-spirituality – the belief 
that the self itself is sacred. It is precisely this idea that not only accounts for the diversity at 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
het feit dat ze op die school zat. En voor de rest werd er niet doorgevraagd. En ik ben ook totaal niet praktiserend. Ja, 
waarom bel ik naar daar? Niet zomaar he. Maar enfin, dat heb ik weer al bijgeleerd (lacht). Ja, daar was ik eigenlijk van 
geschrokken. Ik dacht dat dat breder ging. Maar uiteindelijk denk ik: dat is hetzelfde hokje als de katholieken dan eigenlijk. 
Dus dan denk ik van ja, dat hoeft niet, daar doe ik niet aan mee. Dus dan doen we het wel anders. Dus zo zie je maar. Maar 
ik denk dat inderdaad de Vlamingen dat die inderdaad, dat is hun enige referentiekader dat die hebben. Zeker de.. ja, ik 
mag niet zeggen: alleen de oudere generatie. Maar toch veel he.  
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the surface of the spiritual milieu – an inevitable outcome when people feel they need to 
follow their personal paths and explore what works for them personally –, but that also 
provides it with unity at a deeper level. Spirituality is certainly individualistic, in short, but it 
is so neither because a shared worldview is absent, nor because those concerned are as 
authentic as they typically believe they are. It is indivualistic because of its shared idea that 
personal authenticity needs to be attained by expressing a ‘real’ self, basically ‘unpolluted’ by 
culture, history and society (Houtman & Aupers 2008: 102-103).  
 
A romanticist conception of the self and one’s place in the world is revealed in Floor’s 
narrative through her underlining of ‘nature’ as her main inspiration for a sense of a pure 
connection with everything around her. She explicitly dubs this vision as a ‘Shamanistic’ 
perspective. The narrative revolves around the notion of a ‘true’ and ‘deeper’ self that consists 
of wisdom and female power and which can be retrieved through searching in those deep 
layers of the self and through taking a distance from dominant male power and perspectives. 
The idea of women’s ‘own wisdom’ is emphasised and explicitly distinguished from the 
energy and wisdom of men. According to Floor, our contemporary world is dominated by 
male energy and decisiveness that is expressed in a world-wide system of capitalism and 
competition, and is in need of more female energy that is more about solidarity and 
connections with others and nature. These various ideas regarding male and female powers 
are present in this part of the narrative, when Floor talks about the role of Femma as a 
women’s organisation in supporting women in constructing their religiosities and 
spiritualities: 
 
I never considered myself a feminist, so it was surprising to notice that Femma is clearly still 
oriented in a feminist way. But for myself, I see it in fact also as female energy. If you look at 
the capitalist system as it exists right now, I think we really need those female qualities. If you 
speak about Ying and Yang, I really find the reestablishing of a balance of male and female 
energy important. In that sense, I find the self-actualisation of women very important, but self-
actualisation in a way that makes them return to their own wisdom. Because the fact is that 
lately, also within feminism, you see harsh but very male forms emerging, also for women. In 
fact, women adapted to a high degree to capitalism and male energy, they have captured a 
place for themselves [in society] through male energy and decisiveness. That is good, I think, 
it was necessary back then to get that space. But now this space starts to emerge, I think it is 
first of all important to return and tap from our female powers which are unique. And I don’t 
think these attributes are only important for women, but also the female powers of men need to 
be triggered. But we [Femma] are the representatives, or let’s say, we function as an 
example.
196
   
                                                          
196 Ik heb mijzelf in feite nooit echt als feministe gezien, dus het was wel verrassend om zo vast te stellen van oh Femma is 
echt wel duidelijk feministisch georiënteerd nog altijd. Maar voor mijzelf vul ik het in feite vooral ook in als vrouwelijke 
energie. Als je kijkt naar het kapitalistisch systeem zoals dat het nu is, dan denk ik hebben we echt wel nood aan net die 
vrouwelijke eigenschappen. Als je spreekt over de ying en de yang, dan is het echt wel zo het terug in balans komen van de 
mannelijke en de vrouwelijke energie dat ik belangrijk vind. In die zin vind ik het ontplooiien van vrouwen heel belangrijk, 
maar ontplooien op een manier waar dat ze terug dichter bij hun eigen wijsheid komen. Want allee het feit dat je de laatste 
tijd zo heel veel, dat zie je ook in het feminisme, vind ik, zo harde maar heel mannelijke vormen, vind ik, van opkomen voor 
vrouwen. In feite hebben vrouwen zich heel sterk aangepast aan het kapitalisme en de mannelijke energie, die [hebben] 
met heel veel mannelijke energie en daadkracht een plaats veroverd. Dat is goed denk ik, dat was nodig in die tijd om de 
ruimte te krijgen. Maar nu dat die ruimte er begint te komen, denk ik, is het vooral belangrijk van terug te bronnen in de 
vrouwelijke krachten die zo uniek zijn. En dat zie ik niet als een eigenschap die alleen bij vrouwen belangrijk is, maar ook de 
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Upon my question whether she identifies with spirituality or religion, Floor confirms she 
considers herself to be spiritual and as creating her ‘own religion’. She believes that the ‘core 
message’ of all religious and cultural traditions is in the end the same. However, this ‘core 
message’ needs to be retrieved and laid bare through stripping all historically and culturally 
specific interpretations related to myths and stories that divert attention away from their most 
important wisdoms. Floor finds legends and stories from different religious and cultural 
traditions of equal value, including the Christian or more specifically the Catholic tradition, 
although she explicitly takes up a critical attitude versus self-sacrificial Christianity. Her 
narrative confirms Linda Woodhead’s analysis emerging from her research on British 
women’s changing relations to religion and spirituality that “[a]s women of the baby boom 
generation and since have embraced ideals of self-directed, fulfilling, worthy selfhood, some 
thus seem to have turned away from femininities orientated around deference, self-sacrafice 
and male referentiality” (2008c: 154). The below quotation also reminds us that is too simple 
to assume that women in Flanders are secularising simply in terms of abandoning Catholic 
churches and embracing projects of “unencumbered selfhood incompatible with self-
sacrificial Christian femininity” (Woodhead 2008c: 155). While they do increasingly abandon 
the churches, some continue to identify in an affirmative way with their religious background 
and upbringing (as forms of social-cultural Christianity or Islam). Others, such as Floor, 
experiment with alternative spiritualities and at times explicitly ‘fuse’ spirituality with 
Christian traditions and values (Vincett 2008). Floor narrates about her spirituality in the 
following words:    
 
It is very broad. In that sense, I am very broad-minded.. for example, my partner is involved in 
Shamanism. So in that sense, yes that seems to be very far away from the ‘K’ [Katholicisme – 
Catholicism]. But the core is the same everywhere. If you return to the original stories without 
[taking into account] all the coloured perspectives that emerged thereafter, then there is very 
much.. the core is the same. […] I don’t think I fit in any box. I was raised Christian, I was 
brought up with Christian values. But I notice that during my life trajectory I put large 
question marks regarding these values. For example, when it is about feelings of shame and 
guilt, which are at times introduced by for example.. yes, the current interpretation of specific 
rituals, I created a very critical stance towards them. In the sense that I started creating my 
own religion, in the sense that I have my own faith. I believe strongly in my own wisdom. In 
fact, at the moment my main source of inspiration is nature. And maybe that is related partly to 
Shamanism. In nature I can be as close as possible to what we may call God. That happens 
through just letting things come in. And through feeling connectedness with everything around 
you. I feel it most strongly there.
197
        
                                                                                                                                                                                     
vrouwelijke energie bij mannen, vind ik, mag getriggerd worden. Maar wij zijn wel de vertegenwoordigers, of allee we 
hebben daar wel een voorbeeldfunctie in.   
197 Ja, het is heel ruim he. Ik ben zelf, ik ben daar heel ruimdenkend in, in die zin.. mijn partner bijvoorbeeld is met 
sjamanisme bezig. Dus in die zin is dat ja heel ver weg in eerste instantie zou ik zeggen van de ‘K’. Maar de kern is overal 
hetzelfde. Als je echt wel teruggaat naar de oorspronkelijke verhalen zonder door alle gekleurde brillen die daarna komen, 
dan zit het heel veel.. dan is de kern hetzelfde. […] Ik denk niet dat dat in een hokje past. Ik ben wel christelijk opgevoed, 
met christelijke waarden grootgebracht. Maar ik merk dat ik daar in de loop van mijn eigen levenservaring bijvoorbeeld 
grote vraagtekens bij heb gesteld. Als het gaat bijvoorbeeld over gevoelens als schuld en schaamte, dat soms wel 
geïntroduceerd wordt door bijvoorbeeld de.. ja huidige invulling van sommige rituelen, dan heb ik daar een heel kritisch blik 
op gecreëerd in feite. In die zin dat ik bijna ja echt wel mijn eigen godsdienst creeer, in die zin dat ik mijn eigen geloof heb. 
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Floor’s narrative confirms the conclusion by Houtman and Aupers, who write that “[w]hat we 
are witnessing today, then, is not so much a disappearance of the sacred, but rather its 
dramatic relocation from Christian heaven to the deeper layers of the self” (2008: 114).  
While Floor fuses in her spirituality various sources of interpretation that are both 
immanent and transcendent, her spirituality is ultimately centred upon a notion of the 
sacredness of self and nature. Transcendent and immanent traditions of meaning-giving are 
mixed into an immanent spirituality that revolves around an understanding of the self as the 
source of wisdom and male and female powers. Stories that point at transcendent realities are 
transformed into tales that convey immanent values and wisdoms. In the process of fusing and 
“existing in the crossing over points” (Vincett 2008: 143), they seem to be stripped of 
knowledge of or experiences with a transcendental reality beyond forces that dwell within the 
person or nature.  
 
 
10.4.4.  Being Christian and Feminist  
 
Three interviewees identified as both Christian and feminist, one of them explicitly identified 
as a Christian feminist. The positioning of being Christian and feminist is a bridging one, as it 
combines being Christian with a feminist perspective and practice. The identification of 
Christian feminist is descriptive of the kind of feminism the individual person ascribes herself 
to – that is a specifically Christian feminism. Both positionings are gendered ones, as being a 
woman makes a difference for the formation of these identities. All three rejected the term 
Catholic to describe their identities and positionings. Historically, to be part of a Catholic 
organisation or movement and call oneself a feminist is not a matter of course, and even used 
to be discouraged. Historian Tine Osselaer researched Catholic discourse and movements in 
Belgium throughout the 19
th
 century and beginning of the 20
th
 century. She describes how, for 
example, the Catholic Action’s mass organisations (CA) that emerged in the interwar period 
and aimed at “the protection but also the recapture of territory” (van Osselaer 2013: 29) 
constructed multiple ideal types of Catholic masculinity and femininity, by which the latter 
was explicitly positioned against feminism (van Osselaer 2013: 231). The various negative 
anti-types implied by Catholic feminities included the so-called ‘wordly woman’ and the 
decadent ‘garçonne’. Van Osselaer analyses the construction of ideal types and anti-types in 
the following words:     
 
These antitypes were considered a threat to Catholic family life and their condemnation 
corroborates the importance attached to Catholic domestic and maternal ideals. If we take a 
closer look at the depictions in our nineteenth-century sources the main antagonists of a 
Catholic woman seem to have been the ‘worldly woman’ and the ‘emancipated woman’. Both 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
In die zin dat ik heel sterk geloof in mijn eigen wijsheid. In feite is momenteel mijn grootste inspiratiebron de natuur. En dat 
is misschien ook wel voor een stuk uit het sjamanisme. Waar dat ik het meest en het dichtst zo sta bij wat we god kunnen 
noemen, dan is dat echt wel in de natuur. En dan is dat door de dingen gewoon te latn binnen komen. En de verbondenheid 
te voelen met alles om je heen. Dat voel ik dan het sterkst daar.  
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‘types’ challenged the Catholic home-centred motherly ideal, as did the female types we 
encountered at the start of the twentieth century. The members of the twentieth-century 
women’s CA movement apparently had to stand up against the individualist ‘feminist’, the 
decadent ‘garçonne’ and the Americanised or ‘materialised’ woman. These images stood in 
opposition to the idea of the Catholic harmonic – that is hierarchically structured – family that 
was promoted in Catholic discourses (2013: 230-231).    
 
These historically constructed Catholic femininities and their anti-types by twentieth-century 
Catholic movements as well as gender ideologies in the church and the Catholic home (van 
Osselaer 2013: 54-95), in combination with the recent emergence of a dominant social-
cultural Christian identity within the Catholic pillar (Dobbelaere 2010), led to a context in 
which it becomes nearly impossible to identify as a Catholic feminist. The three interviewees 
all refuse to self-identify as Catholic and prefer to identify as Christian. When asked about 
whether it makes a difference to position oneself as Catholic or Christian, the interviewees all 
expressed their frustration and dispiritedness regarding the term Catholic. For example, 
Antwerp staff member Margo identifies both as a ‘proud feminist’ and a Christian. She 
explains her affirmation of a Christian identity as such: 
 
I was brought up traditionally Christian by my parents. I still go regularly to church. But I 
can’t identify at all with the [Catholic] Institute. […] It is a pity of course, because in fact, we 
should be proud when we say ‘I am a Catholic’, in the same way when we say ‘I am a 
Christian’. It should actually be the same. What is written in the Gospels should be expressed 
by the Institute Church. I never read anything about celibacy [in the Gospels].
198
   
 
Affects such as regret and disappointment about the lack of change in the rigid structures and 
discourses of the Catholic Church play an important role in the choice for identifying as 
Christian, which feels as providing space to affirm personal faith and a connection to tradition 
and at the same time to disconnect from official Catholic discourses and practices. While 
Femma volunteer Regine pondered my question, she conveyed the sense of an ambiguous 
relationship with the Church through feeling connected and disconnected at the same time, as 
well as a strong sense of dispiritedness:       
 
Christian [and not Catholic] (sighs). Today even less so than ever. Christian or Catholic, well.. 
I have troubles with that. And I am sorry about that. But it is really because I see a number of 
things of which I think it shouldn’t be like that, it is incorrect, it is insincere, it is not.. yes, 
sometimes I can’t deal with it that well. That power. I don’t think it is qualitative power. And 
sometimes also the viewpoints. That makes me think: come on! And that is too bad, because 
somehow you belong. Part of [those who belong] are more moderate than I am. They will say 
                                                          
198 Ik ben ook nog traditioneel.. heel christelijk. Allee, ik ben ook heel christelijk opgevoed door mijn ouders. Ik ga ook nog 
regelmatig naar de kerk. Maar ik kan mij helemaal niet identificeren met het Instituut. […] Het is natuurlijk wel heel spijtig 
he, want eigenlijk zouden wij even fier moeten kunnen zeggen van ik ben katholiek als ik ben christen. Want dat is 
eigenlijk.. het zou hetzelfde moeten [zijn]. Allee, wat in het Evangelie staat is.. zou moeten zijn wat het Instituut Kerk 
uitdraagt he. Maar ik heb daar eigenlijk nog niet in gelezen.. allee, ik heb daar ook nog niets over celibaat in gelezen 
eigenlijk.  
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more easily: yes, it is about our church. They put it that way: it is our church. And that is true. 
But yes, well, ‘our church’.. I have troubles with that. Well, it is not really mine.199   
 
Regine narrates about how she grew up in a context steeped in Catholic faith, practice and 
community life. Her parents used to take the children every day to mass. Regine continued 
this habit for many years and went to confession every fourteen days. Following the example 
of priest Jozef Cardijn (1882-1967) who struggled for the rights of working class youth, she 
started working in the factories and joined the movement of the Female Catholic Working-
Class Youth (Vrouwelijk Katholieke Arbeiders Jeugd – VKAJ). She explains the strong 
commitment to solidarity and engagement of herself and fellow members of the VKAJ as 
emerging from and supported by their faith. Regine speaks with a nostalgic tone about her 
youth engagement in VKAJ. Growing up, she became a member of KAV, where feminism 
became more explicit and important. Through KAV, she used to join in activism for the 
improvement of women’s position in the church. For Regine, feminism is about “continuing 
dreaming about how life can be better” even when certain claims (initially) don’t find fertile 
ground. In a similar vein, for Regine, faith is also about dreaming about equality and a better 
world for everyone:  
 
It can be better, more peace is possible, it is possible to share more. We can have more 
brotherhood, sisterhood, equality, equal dignity. I do not say that we should do the same as 
men. Well, equality is not about doing the same. That is about being yourself and making 
connections. But of course, you need to be valued equally. It is really about that. My 
knowledge broadened through that education [in Catholic movements]. But it all boils down to 
that (laughing) (emphases original).
200
  
 
These quotations demonstrate that for Regine, Christian faith and feminism are intrinsically 
connected. Equality between men and women, according to Regine, is not about sameness but 
should be about equal value. During her life up until she is now of old age, however, she 
moved away from church. When I asked whether her feminist perspective plays a role, she 
confirmed as such: 
   
Yes, among other things. Also because of my social commitments [more generally]. Because, 
yes, they [Catholic authorities] turn to themselves with their prayers and their persuasive faith. 
And yes.. I find it a pity. […] I have difficulties with speaking in terms of ‘our church’. It is 
too bad, but it is the truth. […] Yes, maybe it’s my age. It is sometimes a pity that we do not 
                                                          
199 Christelijk [niet katholiek] (zucht). Nu zelfs minder dan vroeger. Christelijk of katholiek, tsja.. Ik heb er moeite mee he? 
[…] Ik vind dat wel jammer hoor. Maar het is echt omdat ik serieus een aantal dingen zie waarvan ik denk van dat kan toch 
niet, dat klopt niet, dat is niet waarachtig, dat is niet.. ja, ik kan daar niet goed mee om he. Die macht. Ik vind dat geen 
kwalitatieve macht. En dan ja ook in de standpunten soms. Dan heb ik zoiets van ja kom! Maar het is wel jammer he, want 
ergens behoor je er nog wel bij. Ik denk dat er een deel gematigder zijn dan ik. Die dan nog rap [zeggen:] ja, het gaat over 
onze kerk. Men zegt dat dan: het is onze kerk. En dat is juist. Maar ja, jah ‘onze kerk’.. Ik heb er moeite mee. Allee, ze is niet 
echt van mij. 
200 En dat vind ik dan ook wel zinvol in ons geloof, dat het u doet dromen. Het kán beter, er kán meer vrede zijn, er kán 
meer gedeeld worden. Er kán meer broederlijkheid, zusterlijkheid, gelijkheid, gelijke waardering. Ik zeg niet dat wij 
hetzelfde moeten doen als de mannen he. Allee, gelijkheid is niet hetzelfde doen he. Dat is elk zichzelf zijn en verbinding 
maken. Maar natuurlijk, je moet gelijk gewaardeerd worden. Daarover gaat het eigenlijk. Maar nu, mijn kennis is wat 
ruimer he vanuit die scholing. Maar het komt erop neer (lacht).  
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enough, I don’t know, there is always a certain obedience connected to it, I don’t know, in that 
Church. I don’t know, there is a certain obedience.. [but] I am not that obedient anymore. Yes 
(laughing).
201
  
 
Regine’s narrative demonstrates that feminist perspectives and commitments can indeed play 
a role in whether one identifies as religious and how this religious self-identification can 
change over time.  
Loes, the former zingevingscoordinator of KAV, is the only one of the three who 
explicitly uses the phrase “Christian feminist” in her self-identification. She also 
communicated this identification in her self-presentation vis-à-vis myself as a researcher. 
When we made an appointment for the interview, Loes told me I would be able to recognise 
her because she planned to carry a recent issue of the feminist journal Women and Faith with 
her, of which she is one of the main editors. During our conversation, she also conveyed a 
feeling of weariness about her commitments to improve women’s position within Catholic 
communities in Flanders. She explained her identification as Christian and not Catholic: 
 
Yes, I would rarely call myself a Catholic. A Christian believing woman. A Christian feminist, 
yes. If I would have to name it, yes. But not Catholic. Yes, because [the term] Catholic 
identifies with a system in which you do not have a place. It is as simple as that.
202
  
 
Loes elaborated on the near impossibility of the identity category of Christian feminist in the 
Flemish context. She understands this impossibility in terms of a lack of a history of religious 
diversity, which means that in dominant discourse, ‘religion’ is often interpreted as referring 
to Catholicism, and the relationship between feminism and Catholicism is particularly tense. 
In her experience, in the minds of people, an identification with feminism implies non-
believing, and a commitment to the church or faith implies a commitment to traditional 
femininity as defined by the Catholic Church, which means an anti-feminist femininity. 
According to Loes, it has always been very difficult to explain to non-believing feminists that 
believing feminists try to change faith and the structures of religious communities from within 
with an eye on the improvement of the position and experiences of women. She compares it 
with the situation in the Netherlands, about which she believes that a history of Christian 
pluralism makes a difference for the possibilities of women’s self-identification in this realm: 
 
In the Netherlands, if you talk about ‘Christian’, then you refer to a diversity of types of 
churches and Christian denominations. This just doesn’t exist in Flanders. So if we, and I am 
speaking of twenty or thirty years ago. If you speak of religion than it referred and refers to 
                                                          
201 Ja, onder andere. En door mijn maatschappelijke bewogenheid ook. Omdat ze jah.. rond zichzelf draaien he met de hun 
gebedjes en hun overtuigend geloof. En met jah.. Ik vind het jammer hoor. Ik zou liever zeggen dat het.. Ja, ik ken wel vier 
groepen die blijven zoeken, maar misschien [is er ] ook nog wel een deel die van ‘onze kerk’ spreken. [Maar] Ik heb er 
moeite mee om ‘onze kerk’ te zeggen. Ik vind het jammer, maar het is wel zo. […] Ja, misschien is dat de leeftijd he. Dat je 
zegt.. ja. Het is soms jammer dat wij niet genoeg, ik weet het niet, er zit er altijd een zekere gehoorzaamheid [aan vast], ik 
weet het niet, in die kerk. Ik weet het niet, een zekere gehoorzaamheid dat je zegt.. [maar] ben ik niet zo gehoorzaam he. 
Jah (lacht). 
202 Ja. Ik zou mij ook zelden katholiek benoemen. Een christelijke gelovige vrouw. Een christelijke feministe, ja. Als ik het 
zou moeten benoemen, ja. Maar niet katholiek. Ja, want katholiek dat identificeert met een systeem waar je eigenlijk niet 
aan bod komt, allee. Zo simpel is het.  
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Catholic faith. We had some contacts with people, Protestant women, or small groups, in the 
Netherlands. I experienced that in our collaboration with Dutch women that Dutch women, for 
them speaking or identifying as a believer is more a matter of course. There are no problems 
with that. In Flanders, it is implicitly assumed that when you said ‘I am dealing with women or 
feminism’, and if you said ‘I am engaged with feminism’, then people assumed you are not a 
Catholic. Because if you are a believer, you are a Catholic, which means you are a member of 
the Catholic Church, and so you can’t be a feminist. So Christian feminists: back than as well 
as today, I hardly know anyone who called herself as such.
203
  
 
During her life-long commitment to feminism from a Christian viewpoint, Loes often 
experienced a certain feeling of distrust on the part of non-believing feminists in her 
collaborations or discussions with them. When she worked for many years as a student pastor 
at the Leuven university parish, she was part of a broad network of women’s organisations. 
She refers to the meetings of the Women’s Consultation Committee (Vrouwen Overleg 
Komittee – VOK) which used to be a more difficult setting for her compared to the meetings 
of the Dutch-speaking Women’s Council (Nederlandstalige Vrouwen Raad – NVR) during 
those years when she participated in the gatherings of both women’s organisations as a 
representative of KAV, because of the larger number of socialist feminists present at the VOK 
gatherings. She narrates: 
 
I didn’t work for such a long time for KAV or Femma. That was from 2005 until 2011, I think. 
But I had my work here at university, I worked for a long time at the university parish, and so 
I dealt a lot with women and emancipation and theology and whatever it was, starting from my 
job as a student pastor. And from there I had a lot of contact with women’s organisations. And 
you always felt uhm.. that feminism and religion or Christianity, for those who were outsiders 
to it: it couldn’t exist, one couldn’t be a feminist and also a believer. Because faith was 
Catholic and the Catholic Church was oppressive and patriarchal and so on. And that was true. 
But of course, women’s searching from within that Catholicism happened precisely to get out 
of that and you have the opportunity to search, because don’t we also have the right to give 
shape to the church and profess our faith ourselves and so on? So that was very strongly 
present. But I couldn’t explain that to women who called themselves feminists and who had 
socialist backgrounds. So that was always.. Yes, we were present [at those meetings], but it 
was always a bit.. A certain distrust existed regarding women who were believers, 
Christians.
204
  
                                                          
203 Nee, [de term] christelijk is voor ons geen.. (denkt na).. Als je in Nederland spreekt over ‘christelijk’, dan heb je daar zo’n 
diversiteit aan soorten kerken en christelijke denominaties. Dat bestaat gewoon in Vlaanderen niet. Dus als wij, ik spreek nu 
van de vorige, ik zet alles een beetje.. misschien twintig-dertig jaar terug. Maar als je spreekt over religie dan was dat en is 
dat het katholieke geloof. Er waren een paar contacten met mensen, met protestantse vrouwen, zo’n kleine groepjes. Of 
met Nederland. Ik heb dat ervaren in de samenwerking met Nederlandse vrouwen, dat Nederlandse vrouwen, twee dingen: 
ten eerste is het spreken of het je uiten als gelovig of gelijk wat veel evidenter. Er zijn daar geen problemen op zich. In 
Vlaanderen uhm.. was dat ofwel impliciet verondersteld dat je, sowieso als je zei [van] ja ik ben bezig met vrouwen of zo, of 
met feminisme, als je zei ‘ik ben bezig met feminisme’ dan was dat verondersteld dat je niet katholiek was. Want als je 
gelovig was, dan was je katholiek, dan was je lid van de katholieke kerk, en dus kon dat niet dat je dan ook feminist was he. 
Dus christelijke feministen: ik ken er bijna geen die zich zo zouden genoemd hebben en vandaag ook al niet meer. 
204 Ik werkte, goh ja ik heb niet zo lang bij KAV of Femma gewerkt. Van 2005 tot en met 2011, denk ik. Maar ik had dat 
vanuit mijn werk hier aan de universiteit, ik heb lang op de Universitaire Parochie gewerkt, en dus heb ik eigenlijk veel rond 
vrouwen en emancipatie en theologie en wat is het allemaal gedaan, vanuit mijn werk als studentenpastor. En dus van 
daaruit had ik veel contact met de vrouwenorganisaties. Maar ik heb daar eigenlijk pas op het laatst gewerkt. En ge voelde 
wel altijd uhm.. dat feminisme en religie of christendom of zo he dat dat voor diegenen die erbuiten stonden: het kon niet, 
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So while I demonstrated in the case study on VOK how some VOK members today explicitly 
acknowledge the feminist engagements and struggles of Christian women which took place 
during recent decades, in the face of public debates about religion and women’s emancipation, 
Loes speaks of another side of history. According to her experience, Christian women were 
allies in meetings and activism of non-Christian feminists and women’s organisations, but 
were not always fully trusted regarding their feminist commitments or taken seriously as 
sincere allies. Many non-believing feminists regarded Catholicism as irredeemably patriarchal 
and beyond the possibility of reform from feminist perspectives. The category of Christian 
feminist simply could not exist, which means that in that case, the agency of religious 
feminists is not recognised. Philosopher Rosi Braidotti comments on this paralysis in feminist 
theory and activism regarding religious women by referring to “the double challenge of 
linking subjectivity to religious agency, and disengaging both oppositional consciousness and 
critique defined as negativity” (2008: 2). Loes tells about what was in her opinion actually at 
stake for women in Flanders who struggled for change within church communities: 
 
Yes, because Catholicism has the idea of that hierarchy of the Father-God, and the whole 
system of the church became a kind of externalisation of a patriarchal system. Which is also 
massively present in our society, but even stronger in that Catholicism. And so here at the 
university [of Leuven], people started to discover feminist theology, coming from liberation 
theology. And the Women and Faith movement was an attempt to [improve] the position of 
women and the wrongful treatment of women in the church, in which they couldn’t become 
priests. But that was quickly extended to much more fundamental issues, such as the 
reclaiming of the figure of Mary, or the role of the head God-Father and what impact that has 
on a woman and your identity as a woman, and also the position and status of women in the 
church, just about women and taking responsibility and so on. It was a totally different social 
situation in Catholicism compared to Protestantism, where they [women] had a better 
position.
205
  
 
In the context of recent increasing secularisation in Flanders at the level of people’s church 
attendance (Billiet, Abts & Swyngedouw 2013), Loes feels that the issues of inequality within 
the Catholic Church are not considered to be of much social relevance anymore. She remarks 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
het kon niet dat je feminist kon zijn en toch gelovig. Want geloof was katholiek en de katholieke kerk was onderdrukkend 
en was patriarchaal en zo verder. Dat was ook zo. Maar natuurlijk het zoeken van vrouwen vanuit het katholieke doen, 
vanuit dat katholicisme was juist om dat uit te raken en ge moogt zoeken van ja het is niet omdat wij, wij hebben toch ook 
het recht om zelf de kerk vorm te geven of zelf het geloof te belijden en zo he? Dus dat was heel sterk aanwezig. Maar ja ik 
kon dat dus niet uitgelegd krijgen aan vrouwen die zichzelf feministen noemden en die dan eigenlijk vooral vanuit 
socialistische achtergrond kwamen. Dus dat was zo altijd wel.. Ja, we waren er dan wel bij [in overleg], maar het was toch 
altijd zo’n beetje.. Er was een zekere argwaan tegenover vrouwen die gelovig waren, christelijk. 
205 Ja, want heel dat katholicisme heeft ook heel het idee van die hiërarchie, van de Vader-God, en zo heel dat systeem van 
de kerk is een soort veruitwendiging geworden van een patriarchaal systeem he. Wat massaal in onze samenleving zit, maar 
des te sterker ook in dat katholicisme. En dus van daaruit is dan ook vanuit hier de universiteit [Leuven], is men ook 
begonnen met feministische theologie te ontdekken, een beetje vanuit de bevrijdingstheologie. En dat de Vrouw-en-Geloof 
beweging was een poging om de positie van de vrouw en het onrechtmatig behandelen van vrouwen in de kerk, dat ze 
geen priester konden worden, maar dat is vlug uitgebreid naar veel diepere fundamentele dingen rond het vorderen van de 
Maria-figuur, of de rol van het hoofd de God-Vader en wat heeft dat voor impact of uzelf als vrouw en op uw identiteit als 
vrouw, en ook de positie en het hele statuut van vrouwen in de kerk, gewoon vrouwen en verantwoordelijkheid nemen en 
zo. Een heel ander sociaal-maatschappelijk gegeven vanuit het katholicisme dan vanuit het protestantisme, waar dat ze een 
betere positie hadden. 
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that there is not much space or interest anymore in working on women’s Christian religiosities 
or spiritualities from feminist perspectives. Her narrative conveys a sense of regret about what 
she feels to be the slow dissolving of Christian feminism in Flanders:   
 
It is less socially relevant, and so less necessary to think about it. And so we just leave it. 
While I used to believe about spirituality or religiosity that women have their own approach to 
that. But yes, that is me. So I am convinced of that, independent of the system, independent of 
the churches. They [women] have a specific way of living, which means that today they could 
have a lot to say and to think. Even if it is only at the level of connections, networks, depths, 
and the multilayeredness of realities. I have all kinds of ideas about that, but of course, you 
need to be able to take people along. And the difficult thing is that classical organisations, they 
are now only thinking about receiving new members, or otherwise they cease to exist.
206
  
 
In Loes’ narrative, we hear a critique regarding what she sees as a one-sided policy of 
organisations belonging to the Catholic pillar to attract new members at the expense of 
constructing a more socially and religiously critical zingeving. Her understanding of a specific 
women’s approach to religion and spirituality as distinct to that of men resonates with Floor’s 
take on women’s spirituality discussed in the above section. Both depart from the framework 
of difference – that is thinking in terms of “the needs, interests and characteristics common to 
women as a group” (Scott 1988: 38) and of power as constructed on and therefore to be 
challenged from the ground of difference (Scott 1988: 48). 
 
 
10.5. Conclusion 
 
In this final case study of my dissertation, I explored and analysed the various ways in which 
Femma constructs perspectives on religion, secularity, spirituality and feminism. I did so 
through distinguishing three areas in which the rethinking and (re)construction of 
understandings about religion, spirituality and women’s emancipation takes place. First, I 
analysed how Femma currently rethinks and constructs its understanding of women’s 
zingeving in relation to women’s emancipation. The second area is the controversy around the 
recent name-change from KAV to Femma and pro- an counterarguments connected to it. The 
third and final area is that of individual positionings and identifications with (non)religiosity 
and spirituality, as they emerge from the narratives of Femma members. In this conclusion, I 
will extend the analyses in the above paragraphs and discuss how perspectives and practices 
of Femma, both as a women’s organisation as well as at the level of its individual members – 
                                                          
206 En nu is het minder relevant maatschappelijk, en dus ook niet meer noodzakelijk om er nog over na te denken. Dus 
laten we het gewoon liggen. Terwijl ik dacht altijd als het over spiritualiteit of religiositeit of zoiets gaat dat vrouwen daar 
een eigen insteek hebben. Maar ja, ik ben ik he. Dus ik ben ervan overtuigd dat dus los van het systeem, los van de kerken. 
Die hebben een bepaalde manier van in het leven staan waardoor dat ze vandaag zeker heel veel zouden kunnen zeggen en 
bedenken. Al was het maar op het vlak van verbinding en van netwerken en van verdiepingen en ja gelaagdheid van 
werkelijkheden. Allee, ik heb er allerlei ideeën over, maar natuurlijk moet je daar ook mensen in kunnen meenemen. En dat 
is een beetje het moeilijke punt dat de organisaties, de klassieke organisaties, nu zodanig bezig zijn met we moeten leden 
hebben, anders bestaan we niet meer.  
297 
can be critically related to the relationship between religion, the secular and women’s 
emancipation. 
 Zingeving is a complex concept, and can be translated in English as giving meaning to 
collective or individual life, the process of meaning-making, or as those values, feelings or 
goals that give meaning to life. While it might traditionally have religious connotations, 
today, in the Dutch language, the concept transcends the categories of religion and the secular, 
as it may include both transcendent and immanent processes of meaning-making, such as 
Christian inspiration, humanist values or socialist ideals. Femma’s recent construction of 
women’s zingeving, as was testified through the analysis of Femma’s zingevingspolicy papers 
2014-2015, breaks moreover through other boundaries of categories that are usually seen as 
distinct, such as religion and spirituality, and zingeving and women’s emancipation. They do 
so by creating connections between Biblical inspiration and non-Christian spiritualities based 
upon a particular understanding of women’s emancipation. The policy papers envision 
women’s emancipation as taking place at and enabled by the intersection between women’s 
individual ambitions and the support of a community of women – that is Femma. This 
intersection creates the conditions for the realisation of women’s individual talents.  
We could extend sociologist Karel Dobbelaere’s conclusion about the secularisation of 
the organisations belonging to the Flemish Catholic pillar through the construction of a socio-
cultural Christian identity by dubbing Femma’s construction of women’s zingeving as 
‘secularisation going wild’ – not only does it emphasise general Christian values by pointing 
at the Gospels in the way other Catholic organisations do, but it makes connections to the rise 
of alternative spiritualities in Belgium and puts transcendent and immanent processes of 
meaning-making and inspirations radically on a par, refusing to put them in a hierarchal 
relationship. The analysis of Femma’s zingeving can also be read as a critique of the idea of 
the ‘individual pick-and-choose religion’ that emerged in the study of spirituality in West-
European countries. The main thread throughout Femma’s zingeving is not the individual self, 
or what Dick Houtman and Stef Aupers (2008) call ‘the sacralisation of the self’, but is 
instead the idea of ‘Ubuntu among women’, or a sense of community, strength and support 
among Femma women. Femma’s construction of women’s zingeving locates meaning as 
emerging in the connections between and community of women. It provides Femma members 
with agency to identify with its various sources of inspiration and wisdom in different ways.  
 Most interesting from the point of view of the study of religion, the secular and 
feminism is that Femma’s policy papers bring previously uncharted developments and trends 
in women’s zingeving into view, and at the same time play a role in constructing a novel 
understanding of religion and spirituality. The latter takes place by bringing together and 
‘fusing’ (Vincett 2008) multiple stories, languages, religions and spiritualities. This charting 
of women’s zingeving is previously unseen at the level of policy-making of women’s 
organisations in Flanders. However, Femma’s zingeving does not reflect upon the power 
relations that exist between different religions, spiritualities and worldviews worldwide, and 
can therefore be critiqued for its appropriation of non-Christian spiritualities and wisdoms for 
the benefit of predominantly white women’s agency. It also neglects the potential difficulties 
some Femma members and groups might have with its construction of a horizontal 
relationship between transcendent and immanent processes of meaning-making. 
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 The second area of investigation are the various discourses that emerged surrounding 
the recent name-change from KAV to Femma. I explored and analysed the pro- and 
counterarguments present in the discussion about the name-change and looked at what those 
arguments reveal about assumptions regarding women, religion, secularity, age and ethnicity. 
I analysed the narratives by unraveling the various layers of the arguments through focusing 
upon the issues of generation and whiteness, secularity, and Christianity and Islamophobia. I 
demonstrated that the pro-arguments construct the category of ‘young women’, which stands 
for the potential regeneration and survival of the women’s organisation. This category of 
‘young women’ implies whiteness and secularity – the latter in the sense of non-believing or 
believing ‘differently’. The implication of secularity is attached to a sense of the progress of 
history and women’s emancipation. The pro-arguments affirm and embrace this category of 
young women, which means a simultaneous devaluation of other categories of women, such 
as elderly women, ethnic minority women and Muslim women.  
The counter-arguments regarding the name-change are based on the affirmation of 
Christian faith and tradition, but are also connected to Islamophobic sentiments. Following 
the conceptualisation and analysis of Islamophobia in the Flemish context by Nadia Fadil 
(2011), I argued that in a period of change for the women’s organisation, in which it feels 
itself forced to rethink and reform in the face of declining membership and social importance, 
in combination with social transformations in Flanders at large, the feeling of crisis and 
insecurity becomes the ground upon which the presence of Muslim women appears as a 
threat. The analysis also revealed that the Islamophobic sentiments present in Femma include 
a fear of loss of freedom that is projected upon Muslim women’s sartorial practices. When we 
further connect the narratives around the name-change to the study of religion, the secular and 
feminism, it becomes clear that certain dominant assumptions regarding religion and 
secularity are reinforced. When young women, whiteness, non-believing and believing in a 
more individual and liberal way are connected to a discourse of the progress of history and 
women’s emancipation – and elderly women, ethnic minority women, Muslim women and 
women’s traditional religiosity are not – we see how a traditional progress narrative of 
secularisation and emancipation is created and reinforced.      
The third area investigated in this case study is that of individual constructions of and 
identifications with (non)religiosity and spirituality among the interviewed Femma members. 
I described a variety of identifications and positionings constructed by Femma members 
through their narratives and approached this variety by setting up a categorisation of four 
types of (non)religiosity, including cultural religion, non-religion, female spirituality and 
Christian-feminist engagement. I analysed the ways in which the voices of Femma members 
covered by this typology are embedded in religious and secular developments in Flanders at 
large, where the white majority population becomes increasingly secular, alternative 
spiritualities are on the rise, and the relationship between Catholicism and feminism is 
particularly tense. I spoke of the role of affect and embodiment linked to power relations in 
the construction of a cultural Islamic identity and Christian feminist identities. Another 
recurrent theme is the one of a pragmatic dealing with boundaries between categories, such as 
believing and non-believing, and Christian inspiration and spirituality centred upon a notion 
of the sacredness of self and nature. I argued that we cannot simply assume that women in the 
context of Flanders are secularising simply in terms of abandoning and disconnecting from 
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Catholic churches and becoming non-religious or engaged in alternative spiritualities. While 
they do increasingly abandon the churches, some continue to identify in an affirmative way 
with their religious background and upbringing, others describe themselves as non-believing 
but are not strict in constructing boundaries between religion and non-religion in their daily 
social lives, and a final optional positionality is that of fusing alternative spiritualities with 
Christian tradition and values. It is striking that those Femma members who continue to 
identify as Christian explicitly disconnect from Catholicism. Feminist attitudes and 
perspectives play a role in whether they feel they are able to connect to the Catholic Church 
and tradition. I showed that both historically and in the present-day context, the category of 
Catholic feminist is an almost impossible positioning to identify with and occupy.  
This exploration of constructions of religion, secularity and women’s emancipation 
reveals that Femma defines the relationship between religion and women’s emancipation by 
putting forward its notion of zingeving as supporting and facilitating women’s emancipation. 
At the level of individual positionings and identifications with religion, non-religion and 
spirituality, we find a broad variety of positionings, some of which defy boundaries between 
categories, and some of which are explicitly gendered through the idea that being a woman 
makes a difference in the realm of religious and spiritual identifications.  
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Part 4: Conclusions  
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Chapter 11. Conclusions  
 
 
In this dissertation, I investigated the relationship between religion and women’s 
emancipation in the context of feminist organisations and activism in Flanders, the northern 
Dutch-speaking region of Belgium, a West-European society that is increasingly secular in 
terms of levels of church-going among the ethnic majority population and at the same time 
increasingly religiously and culturally diverse. I used religion and the secular as categories of 
investigation through which I analysed the research data gathered among feminist groups and 
organisations in Flanders.  
 In the histories of secular women’s movements since the end of the 1960s and the 
development of academic gender studies throughout Europe, the assumption existed that 
religion and women’s emancipation are each other’s antitheses (Aune 2011, Mulder 2004). 
This assumption resulted in the oppositional pairing of religion and women’s emancipation in 
gender studies and activism (Braidotti 2008, Longman 2003a, Llewellyn & Trzebiatowska 
2013). However, at the same time, feminist theology and religious studies as well as non-
secular women’s movements in society continued to play an important role in formulating 
critique on religious discourses regarding femininity, masculinity and sexuality, and 
transforming religion from within (Allen 2007, Decoene & Lambelin 2009, Mulder 2004). 
The mass movement of Christian Working-Class Women is a crucial example for the Flemish 
20
th
 century context (Osaer 1991, van Molle 2004). In recent years, both in gender studies and 
among secular women’s organisations, the critique of the assumption of a per definition 
difficult or even impossible relationship between religion and women’s emancipation has 
grown. In the current context of Western Europe, this critique is often accompanied by 
antiracist arguments and the struggle for a just society in terms of equality between and 
social-political inclusion of different ethnic and religious groups and individuals in society 
(Aune 2015, Coene & Longman 2005, Midden 2012, VOK 2005). 
The dissertation started with reviewing the political and religious context of Flanders, 
through which I showed that understandings of religion and the secular are historically 
constructed in the context of the dominance of the Catholic Church, a particular Church-state 
relationship, and a pillarised society, and are recently redefined within debates about the place 
of Islam and Muslim minorities, the emancipation of women of religious and ethnic minority 
backgrounds, and policies regarding the Islamic headscarf in public domains of education and 
administration. Second, I gave an overview of recent academic debates about religion, the 
secular and feminism and reviewed the existing critique of the assumed oppositional 
relationship between religion and women’s emancipation and its effects for particular groups 
and individuals in Western societies. In the third part of the thesis, I explored the perspectives 
and practices of various feminist groups and organisations in Flanders regarding religion and 
women’s emancipation. I analysed how understandings of religion and the secular are 
constructed through feminist perspectives and practices that aim at enhancing women’s 
choices, opportunities and emancipation. I also analysed personal positionings and 
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constructions of religion, non-religion and spirituality as situated within the religious-secular 
landscape of Flanders.  
The two main research questions that guided my research were subsequently situated 
at the empirical and theoretical level. Empirically, my research asked: How do perspectives 
and practices of feminist groups and organisations in Flanders, in various ways, construct 
understandings of religion, the secular and women’s emancipation? Theoretically, this 
research asks: How does the analysis of the perspectives and practices of feminist groups and 
organisations affect the oppositional pairing of religion and women’s emancipation that 
emerged from the histories of academic gender studies and secular women’s movements in 
Europe? The following main question was formulated and divided into several subquestions:  
How do various feminist groups and organisations in Flanders construct the 
relationship between religion and women’s emancipation, in which ways are understandings 
of religion and the secular part of that, and how does the analysis of feminist narratives and 
strategies impact upon the assumed oppositional pairing of religion and women’s 
emancipation? 
- How do the perspectives and practices of various feminist groups and organisations in 
Flanders construct the relationship between religion and women’s emancipation in the 
context of a multicultural society that is historically predominantly Catholic?   
- How are understandings of religion and the secular part of feminist perspectives and 
strategies regarding religion and women’s emancipation?  
- How does the analysis of feminist perspectives and strategies impact the assumed 
oppositional pairing of religion and women’s emancipation?   
- Which questions arise from the preceding analyses for the further study of religion, the 
secular and emancipation in West-European contexts, and how can these questions be 
addressed? 
In this conclusion, in section 11.1, I first return to the results of the analysis of the 
perspectives and practices of various feminist groups and organisations in Flanders regarding 
religion and women’s emancipation through the categories of religion and the secular. This 
excursion provides an answer to the two first subquestions mentioned above. I moreover 
connect the empirical analysis to the theoretical issue of the oppositional pairing of religion 
and women’s emancipation, and thereby answer the third subquestion mentioned above.  
Secondly, in section 11.2, I extend the analyses of this dissertation to briefly explore 
the topic of inclusive feminism. While the term feminism was not subject of analysis but was 
instead taken for granted on the basis of the self-identification of the groups and organisations 
researched, in this conclusion I take the opportunity to pose the question of how to construct 
inclusive feminism. I do so by asking which implicit and explicit messages the different case 
studies convey about building inclusive forms of feminism in West-European multicultural 
societies.  
Finally, in section 11.3, I formulate suggestions for the further study of religion, the 
secular and emancipation in the context of Western Europe.  
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11.1. Challenging the Oppositional Pairing of Religion and Women’s 
Emancipation    
 
The actual relationship between religion and women’s emancipation varies when looking at 
the different case studies in this dissertation. The diversity of feminist interpretations and 
practices defies any general conclusion about what the relationship between religion and 
women’s emancipation is in Flanders. Only by zooming in and analysing local visions, 
priorities and contestations can one grasp local interpretations of this relationship for feminist 
groups and organisations, and for their individual members. The assumed oppositional pairing 
of religion and women’s emancipation should therefore be reconsidered for what it is: a 
discursive construction that is the product of a number of different but interrelated factors and 
that has particular effects for various groups of women in society. Among these factors are, as 
the literature review pointed out, West-European feminist anticlerical critique and struggle 
and the historical links between the emergence of second wave feminism and secularisation 
(Aune, Sharma & Vincett 2008, Braidotti 2008, Brown 2001, Woodhead 2008a); the coming 
into being of gender studies as an academic discipline and mode of inquiry that often remains 
disconnected from (feminist) research taking place in religious studies and theology (Castelli 
2001, Llewellyn & Trzebiatowska 2013, Longman 2003a); and current power dynamics in 
West-European societies in which whiteness and secularity are considered ‘normal’ and in 
which racism and the marginalisation of religious voices from public debates (Bracke & Fadil 
2009, Zemni & Fadil 2004, Fadil 2011b) assure that (feminist) secular voices and claims-
making can be heard, unlike (feminist) religious voices and claim-making.  
While an opposition between religion and women’s emancipation is certainly part of 
the (historical) experience of women’s movements in Flanders and other European contexts, 
today the idea of a per definition difficult or even impossible relationship reveals as much as 
it covers up and renders invisible other (historical) visions and experiences of women. This 
assumption does not do justice to the diversity of relationships constructed by members of 
feminist groups and organisations in their activism, work and personal lives. Even more, my 
research demonstrated that the discursive oppositional relationship is the backdrop against 
which feminists dealing with issues that are perceived as belonging to the domain of the 
religious are forced to position themselves – a backdrop that inhibits the credibility of 
religious feminists and therefore hampers their activism for social and religious justice in– 
and outside of religious communities. Moreover, the discursive oppositional relationship is 
currently influenced and reshaped by the understanding of Islam as the patriarchal religion 
par excellence and Muslim women as the quintessential victims of religion. It therefore 
inhibits especially the credibility and work of Islamic feminists in the current West-European 
context of increasing presence of anti-immigration discourses, racism and Islamophobia. 
 
 
11.1.1.  Understanding Religion and the Secular 
 
Just like religion and women’s emancipation are today in public debates dominantly 
perceived as each others’ antitheses, the same is true of constructions of religion and the 
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secular. Traditional religion and religiosity become increasingly understood as the seat of 
women’s oppression and ideally located in the private sphere, and in the context of public life 
of politics and civil society ideally emerging in its secularised form as values, liberal 
religiosity or spirituality (Bracke & Fadil 2009, Mahmood 2009, Mahmood 2005, Scott 
2009). In the case of the latter, Christianity is seen as compatible with humanist principles and 
democracy, while Islam is in public debates by many considered difficult or impossible to 
secularise and therefore as a problematic religion for human rights and democracy (Loobuyck 
2013, Maly 2009, Zemni 2011). In these perceptions, secularity – in the sense of an adherence 
to secularism as a political doctrine and an epistemological viewpoint that can be called the 
‘immanent frame’ (Taylor 2007) – becomes the natural and unquestioned backdrop of religion 
in the domains of politics, academic research and public life and is seen as facilitating 
women’s emancipation.  
 I conceptualised religion and the secular in Flanders as emerging from historically and 
locally specific arrangements (such as the recognition and regulation of religious and non-
confessional worldviews situated within a particular Church-state relationship, and the 
tradition of building politics and society along ideological divides through a Catholic, 
Socialist and Liberal pillar) and perspectives (individual religious and non-religious 
viewpoints and ways of life). This means that I understand religion and the secular as subject 
to change due to local developments and contestations. As notions of women’s emancipation 
are crucial in understandings of differences between religion and the secular, feminist critique 
and activism may play an important role in challenging understandings of religion and the 
secular that are oppressive of the perspectives and experiences of religious minorities and 
religious women in Western societies. The feminist groups and organisations considered in 
this dissertation construct understandings of religion and the secular that allow – to various 
degrees – for positive relationships between religion and women’s emancipation. They do so 
precisely because of their engagement with questions of equality of men and women and with 
enhancing women’s options and participation in society.  
The five case studies of contemporary feminist groups and organisations in Flanders 
demonstrate the recurrence of a number of key terms and key strategies, such as freedom of 
choice, women’s emancipation, religion, human rights, Enlightenment principles, feminism, 
antiracism, non-religion and spirituality. The various feminist groups and organisations differ 
regarding the frameworks they prioritise, as well as the interpretations they give to key terms. 
Although their goals partly overlap, they develop diverging strategies and activities. 
Connecting the key terms and key strategies in new and creative ways, these feminist groups 
and organisations construct their own understandings of the religious and the secular. For 
example, various case studies show that Enlightenment principles, in particular the notion of 
women’s choice, are used to argue for giving space and respect to women’s religious practices 
(BOEH!, VOK, ella). Also, antiracist feminist language is connected to the voices and claims 
of religious women (VOK and ella). Both secular strategies – the use of humanist language 
and antiracist agenda’s – contribute here to making visible the position and needs of religious 
women and to the agency of religious feminists. Some case studies show the importance of 
emphasising diversity within religion and the existence of liberal religious interpretations, 
thereby arguing for the possibilities for individual choice and agency (Motief and ella). 
Various feminist groups and organisations argue for connecting individual emancipation at 
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the level of religion and spirituality to collective emancipation, whether religious (minority) 
groups in society (Motief and ella) or a community of white women (Femma). However, 
whereas Muslim feminists in current public debates achieved some public visibility, Christian 
feminism seems to increasingly lose public space and visibility. The recent secularising 
strategies by the Christian women’s organisation (Femma), which derive from the idea that 
(white) women are increasingly uninterested in connecting (traditional) religiosity to their 
participation in society, are a case in point. 
I showed that the above mentioned frameworks and priorities reconstruct in various 
ways common understandings of religion and the secular as distinct modes of doing politics 
and individual worldviews, and whereby the secular is considered more conducive for 
women’s emancipation. Recurring themes are, for example, the blurring of religious and 
secular strategies and languages through the connection of humanist feminist notions of 
women’s individual choice and self-determination to women’s religious ways of life (BOEH! 
and VOK), the critique of anti-religious sentiments among humanists and atheists as 
detrimental for the emancipation of religious minorities and religious women (Motief and 
VOK), the critique of the dominance of secularity in politics, public debates and society as 
inequality vis-à-vis religious viewpoints (Motief), and the perception of religion and 
spirituality as diverse and potentially emancipatory for religious minorities, non-heterosexuals 
and women (Motief, ella and Femma).   
In various ways, all the feminist groups and organisations considered in this research 
define the relationship between religion and women’s emancipation by putting forward 
religion and spirituality as potentially supporting or facilitating women’s emancipation. I 
analysed some of their feminist perspectives and practices and their contestations of the 
categories of religion and the secular by considering how they are embedded in particular 
power relations determined by political, social and religious histories. However, these 
histories are not all-determining, and the analysis revealed the agency of feminist 
organisations to reinforce, contest and redefine certain categories based on their critical 
knowledge of their oppressiveness for specific groups and individuals in society.  
 
 
11.1.2.  Envisioning Religion and Women’s Emancipation   
 
In the various case studies, I encountered understandings of religion and women’s 
emancipation that enable a positive relationship between the two. According to BOEH!, Islam 
and Enlightenment principles such as individual rights and choice can be connected, and 
women’s choice needs to be extended to and within the practice of Islam. Motief understands 
religion as a dangerous (feminist) tradition and refers thereby to Judaism, Christianity and 
Islam. Progressive readings of religious texts and traditions are the basis for critical visions on 
current political-social developments and emancipation. VOK found itself challenged by 
religious and cultural differences and embarked upon a process of rethinking diversity within 
feminism and regarding the notion of women’s emancipation. ella argues for structural and 
individual emancipation from the perspective of women of ethnic-cultural minorities and 
informs about various readings of religious traditions to enlarge women’s possibilities for 
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constructing religious identities and practices in different ways. For Femma, finally, the idea 
of women’s community is central to both emancipation and zingeving (the process of giving 
meaning to collective or individual life, or those specific values, feelings or goals that give 
meaning to life). It understands women’s zingeving as linked to the community of women, 
and women’s emancipation as taking place at the intersection of women’s community and 
women’s individual talents.  
If we envision the relationship between religion and women’s emancipation on the 
basis of the above analysis, we should first note that within feminist perspectives and 
practices, both concepts can hardly be understood separately, but are constructed together. 
Secondly, I suggest that both notions are neither neutral nor innocent. Certain readings of 
religion enable specific understandings of women’s emancipation, and vice versa. This means 
that, for example, ella’s notion of internal and external emancipation – as situated at the level 
of both members within a minority group and of the minority group in society at large – 
cannot be separated from its claim about religion as a diverse tradition implicated by power 
and authority, and its strategy to provide women, young people and non-heterosexual 
individuals with information about various religious readings on sex and gender that can be 
utilised for arguing for own choices at both levels of emancipation. The emancipation of 
women is conceived here as partly related to the emancipation of the minority group at large, 
and religion is understood as diverse regarding potential interpretations, which allows the 
strategy of providing knowledge about religious traditions and power that enables a broader 
range of options and choice within the framework of a religious tradition. This also means 
that when religion is on the contrary understood as an irredeemingly patriarchal construction 
and women’s emancipation as an individual trajectory based on the rejection of all forms of 
authority located outside the individual, any relationship between the two becomes 
impossible. While many voices in the academic literature criticise and deconstruct one of the 
two concepts or both (Bracke 2008, Cady & Fessenden 2013, Kim 2013, Mahmood 2005, 
Reilly & Scriver 2014, Smiet 2014), the empirical work in this dissertation demonstrates the 
critical work and the remaking of the relationship between religion and women’s 
emancipation taking place at the level of local feminist groups and organisations. It shows the 
importance of making local and contextualised analyses (Midden 2010), rather than 
developing general frameworks and theories. We always need to take into account the 
particularities of specific cases and recognise that the same concept or practice can have 
different meanings in different contexts and situations.  
Another issue highlighted in the empirical research is the coexistence of various axes 
of inequality next to those of religion and gender, such as ethnicity, class and sexuality. In 
order to develop feminisms that appeal to different women, therefore, not only gender 
difference should be taken into account, buts also ethnicity, class, sexuality and religion. In 
what follows, I will further explore the messages that the feminist groups and organisations 
considered in this research implicitly or explicitly convey about how to construct more 
inclusive feminisms in the current West-European context.  
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11.2. Towards More Inclusive Feminisms     
 
In this section, I extend the above summary of the main findings of this dissertation to briefly 
explore the topic of inclusive feminism. Various feminist perspectives present in the different 
case studies criticise exclusive attitudes of ethnic majority feminists towards women with 
ethnic and/or religious backgrounds. I therefore pose here the question of what implicit or 
explicit messages the case studies convey about how to construct a more inclusive feminism 
in a multicultural and multireligious West-European context.  
Feminist arguments and strategies may enable progressive change in future politics, 
policy-making, society, culture and religion from the point of view of less powerful groups in 
society, and may facilitate the construction of more inclusive feminisms in the future. The 
current situation of the rise of conservative, nationalist and neoliberal politicians and politics 
(Arnaut et all 2009, Ceuppens 2011, Maly 2013, Walby 2011), the existence of massive 
inequality in education and at the labour market in terms of ethnicity and gender (Amnesty 
International 2012, Centrum voor Gelijkheid van Kansen en voor Racisme 2013, Elomäki 
2012), the rise of xenophobic and anti-immigration attitudes and increasing Islamophobia 
(Cesari 2011, Fadil 2010, Zemni 2011), and the current crisis of the authority and credibility 
of the Catholic hierarchy in the face of pedophilia scandals (Billiet, Abts & Swyngedouw 
2013, Keenan 2011), all make critical feminist work vis-à-vis inequalities indispensible for 
this moment as well as the future. Rethinking and reconfiguring the relationship between 
religion and women’s emancipation from feminist perspectives will probably remain part of 
future feminist work, especially since conservative, oppressive and/or exclusivist 
understandings of religion and women’s emancipation, both from religious and secular points 
of view, are not likely to disappear soon in current transnational, national and local 
constellations of religion, politics, secularism, gender and power. 
 In this dissertation, I did not give any definition of what counts as feminism or 
women’s emancipation, and I approached the two terms through reviewing public debates and 
looking at some of the perspectives and practices of groups and organisations that define 
themselves as feminist. Also in academic debates, the notions of feminism and women’s 
emancipation are not given but rather contested from multiple perspectives, attachments, and 
disciplinary approaches. Within the study of women in religion, one of the ways to go beyond 
the question of whether certain religious doctrines, traditions or practices are good or bad for 
women’s emancipation has been the focus on and rethinking of agency (Avishai 2008, Bracke 
2008, Bracke & Fadil 2011, Bucar 2010, Longman 2008, Mack 2003, Mahmood 2005, 
Midden & Ponzanesi 2013, Trzebiatowska 2013). Another way is to turn to the voices of 
religious women and see how they themselves define feminism, women’s emancipation and 
women’s oppression (Ali et all 2008, Coene & Longman 2004, Dufour 2000, Manning 1991, 
McGinty 2007, Midden 2010, Mir-Hosseini 2011, Rinaldo 2010). Here, I would like to look 
at what messages the self-defined feminist groups and movements that are part of this 
research convey about feminism and ask: what are the main social, political and religious 
challenges they want to tackle, how are formulations of feminism part of it, and what does 
this (implicitly) say about their understandings about forms of inclusive feminism?   
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11.2.1.  Rethinking Women’s Choice and Religion – BOEH! 
 
BOEH!’s main challenge is to enlarge and support the choices of Muslim women in a society 
in which Muslims comprise a religious minority subject to racism and Islamophobia. It 
tackles this challenge through employing terminology derived from Enlightenment thinking 
and human rights discourses – notably women’s choice and freedom of religion – which are 
given meaning through the perspectives of women belonging to a religious minority. This 
means that BOEH!’s feminism is foremost centred upon the notion of women’s choice. The 
message this autonomous feminist platform conveys regarding feminist discourses and 
practices that are based upon claims for women’s choice and freedoms is that the voices of 
women belonging to religious minorities are indispensible for (re)formulating what women’s 
choice and women’s freedom can be about. In particular, the perspectives and experiences of 
Muslim women are essential in building inclusive feminisms within West-European contexts 
of multiple inequalities based upon gender, ethnicity, class and religion. 
 
 
11.2.2.  Politicising Progressive Readings of Religion – Motief  
 
Motief takes up the challenge of formulating political, social and religious critique and of 
contributing to change through considering and emphasising religions as emancipatory 
traditions. It views secularity as an increasingly dominant viewpoint in society that assumes to 
be neutral and good for all, but which can be exclusionary instead of inclusive. Motief 
therefore aims at politicising religious and secular worldviews by stating that they are both 
public and private, and arguing for progressive (feminist) readings of holy texts and traditions. 
For Motief, feminism is part of its political, social and religious critique in a rather evident 
manner and finds expression in criticising inequalities between men and women in society, 
culture and religion alongside other inequalities. An important message Motief’s work brings 
to the fore regarding feminisms – and social-political critical perspectives and practices at 
large – is the necessity of questioning and undermining of privileges of dominant groups in 
society, including those privileges that are based on secular viewpoints. Formulating inclusive 
feminisms also means that within transversal coalition-buildings there should be 
acknowledgment of and space and support for the language and religiously-based 
argumentation of religious women. 
 
 
11.2.3.  Feminist Reinterpretations of Enlightenment Principles – VOK  
 
VOK aims for a more equal society, and wants to achieve this through feminist critique in 
which not only the differences between women and men are taken into account, but in which 
attention is paid to the intersections of gender with inequalities based upon class, ethnicity, 
sexuality and religion. It uses terminology that combines Enlightenment thinking, human 
rights discourses and anticapitalist frameworks, but considers notions such as emancipation, 
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freedom and women’s choice as abstract concepts that only become meaningful in the context 
of local societal structures and women’s needs, desires and practices. The latter means that 
these concepts also become concrete through differences based upon religious and cultural 
traditions. An important idea introduced by the work of VOK is therefore that abstract 
concepts that have been important throughout the histories of women’s movements, such as 
freedom, equality, choice, emancipation and autonomy, are continuously open to 
(re)interpretation through the various perspectives and needs of women of different social 
classes and cultural and religious backgrounds – even more, they should be continuously 
scrutinised and reinterpreted within the context of a changing society. The voices of those 
who are socially marginalised should, however, be prioritised over the voices of those who 
are more powerful – hence VOK’s claim that the emancipation of one particular woman or 
group of women should never take place at the expense of the position and possibilities of 
another woman or group of women. This means that the perspectives and practices of VOK 
underscore that inclusive feminisms can only be formulated on the basis of self-critical points 
of view, an understanding of differences among women and the questioning of privileges of 
more powerful women vis-à-vis other women.      
 
 
11.2.4.  The Importance of Anti-Racism and Diversity within Religion – ella  
 
ella’s main challenge is to counter racism and sexism in society regarding the ways they 
impact upon the lives and possibilities of women of ethnic minorities. Regarding religion, one 
of its main challenges is to counter the image of monolithic monotheistic traditions that do not 
offer any space for a variety of religious interpretations and practices – and contestations 
between them – vis-à-vis constructions of masculinity and femininity and non-heterosexual 
identities and practices. ella employs intersectional thinking as its instrument of critical 
analysis, and conceptualises the emancipation of women and non-heterosexual individuals as 
ideally a personal issue to be determined by members of ethnic minorities themselves (instead 
of uncritically adopting the parameters of emancipation of the white majority population). The 
individual emancipatory paths members of ethnic minorities carve for themselves may, but do 
not have to, include religious faith and practice. Feminism is for ella intrinsically connected to 
an antiracist agenda. ella therefore underscores that feminism cannot be inclusive without an 
antiracist agenda, and needs to fight structural racism but also the stereotyping and exclusion 
of religious minorities. Only by combining feminist and antiracist struggles might the agency 
of women of ethnic minorities be expanded and supported. ella moreover points at the 
importance of conveying knowledge about diversity and power within religions in order to 
expand the agency of women belonging to religious minorities.  
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11.2.5.  Rethinking Women’s Zingeving and Emancipation – Femma  
 
Femma aims at contributing to women’s political and legal equality, as well as to women’s 
participation in society. Its current challenge is to successfully resituate itself as a Christian 
women’s organisation within an increasingly secularised society and attract new young 
members of whom is assumed that their ways of creating meaning in life is different from that 
of former generations of women. The main concepts Femma works with to tackle these 
challenges are zingeving and emancipation. Zingeving is understood as based upon and 
deriving from the community building of women, and is formulated in the terms of Christian 
values and alternative spiritualities. Emancipation is envisioned as enabled by the 
combination of a community of women and women’s individual talents, which means that the 
notions zingeving and emancipation are for Femma intrinsically interconnected. Feminism, 
therefore, is about creating and strengthening a powerful women’s community. The women’s 
organisation’s perspectives and practices emphasise that the reformulation of zingeving as 
well as building women’s community are necessary in order to further enable and support the 
emancipation of women, and point at the potential role of alternative spiritualities in current 
women’s processes of giving meaning to collective and individual life. 
 
 
11.2.6.  Concluding Remark 
 
In short, when considering the critical messages the various feminist groups and organisations 
in this research convey about feminism together, we see that different but interrelated 
emphases emerge, which can be captured by the following key terms: voice, power, location, 
agency. Building inclusive feminisms, therefore, considers the importance of the inclusion of 
the voices of less powerful groups of women, the necessity of a critical perspective on power 
and difference (also among women), the tension between abstract formulations and the 
messiness or contradictions of local interpretations and practices, and the combination of 
working on structural change and supporting individual agency. This field of differences and 
contradictions necessarily means that feminism is multiple regarding the emphases and 
strategies chosen by feminist actors. However, one central insight maintains – which has 
already been often underscored both in academic literature and feminist practice (Crenshaw 
1991, Geerts & van der Tuin 2014, Wekker & Lutz 2001) – and which holds that feminism 
cannot productively work towards change without considering gender as always constructed 
in tandem with ethnicity, religion, class and sexuality. 
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11.3. New Directions for Research 
 
This section provides initial explorations of new themes and questions that arise from the 
analyses of religion, the secular, emancipation and feminism in the context of Flanders for the 
further study of religion, the secular and emancipation in West-European contexts and how 
these themes and questions could be addressed. A first issue that emerges from my research is 
that of the (dis)connections between the agenda’s of feminist groups and organisations and 
members’ individual constructions of non-religion, religion and spirituality. Second, I argue 
for bringing together the study of religion, spirituality and non-religion in rigorous and 
creative ways, instead of considering them as distinct realms of identity and experience. These 
starting points might be interesting venues for further research, posing new questions about 
how the collective formulation of critique and activism impacts upon the subjectivities and 
identities of individual activists (and vice versa) at the level of (non)religion and spirituality.  
Not only is women’s emancipation is in the West-European context often perceived as 
standing in an oppositional relationship vis-à-vis religion (Aune 2011, Braidotti 2008), the 
same can be said about the recognition, rights and emancipation of lesbians, bisexuals, gays, 
transsexuals, queers and intersex persons (LGBTQI) (Jakobsen & Pellegrini 2005, Samson, 
Jansen & Notermans 2011, van den Berg et all 2014, Yip 2010). Therefore, conducting 
research on both feminist and LGBTQI organisations and individual lives regarding 
constructions of (non)religion and spirituality will generate comparative material that 
provides the ground upon which critical insights into academic and public debates on religion 
and emancipation could be formulated. Such comparative research may look, for example, 
into the histories, agenda’s and ambitions of feminist and LGTBQI groups and organisations 
in the realm of the religious and the secular, and explore individual members’ religious, 
spiritual and non-religious worldviews and specific practices in relation to understandings of 
femininity and masculinity, sexuality and the body.  
 
 
11.3.1.  Connections Between Activism and Individual (Non)Religion and 
Spirituality 
 
Based upon my research material, it could be hypothesised that the aims and priorities of 
feminist groups and organisations regarding religion and women’s emancipation are indeed to 
some extent interrelated to members’ personal constructions of (non)religion and spirituality. 
The two levels – the collective and the individual – seem to be often mutually strengthening 
and partly shaped in relation to each other. The personal constructions and positionings of 
members underscore, are impacted by and/or impact upon the collective agenda of the various 
groups and organisations in this research. This interrelation might therefore partly explain 
how certain positionings and constructions are enabled and come into being. It therefore 
deserves to be further investigated.  
 Forms of interrelations between activist agenda’s and individual (non)religion and 
spirituality that emerged during the analysis of interview material are, for example, 
connecting individual religious and secular inspirations to collective critical (feminist) 
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thinking and work (Motief), the feminist collective rethinking of religious and cultural 
diversity as related to shifting individual attitudes (VOK), the argument about both 
emancipation and religion as ideally individual issues in collective as well as individual points 
of view (ella), and zingevingspolicy-making as related to a diversity of (non)religious and 
spiritual positionings existing among individual members (Femma). The case study of BOEH! 
provides perhaps the most in-depth example of stories about experiences of connections 
between feminism and religious ways of thinking and being among individual BOEH! 
members. The Muslim women of BOEH! embark upon individual but related paths in which 
they increasingly connect their feminism to religious ways of thinking and being. Their 
development as feminists is impacted by their activism within the context of BOEH!. In turn, 
feminist perspectives impact upon the way they reconstruct religious subjectivities, and vice 
versa: Islam and being part of a religious minority community play a role in formulating their 
feminist priorities, which are focused upon creating change within the own community 
regarding religious worldviews, as well as in society at large regarding the position of Muslim 
communities.  
This brief exploration points at potential interesting connections between the collective 
and individual levels of the aims and priorities of feminist groups and organisations regarding 
religion and women’s emancipation and personal constructions of non-religion, religion and 
spirituality. A more in-depth focus upon this connection might perhaps as well reveal 
particular disconnections, or discrepancies between ideals and arguments of feminist 
organisations and movements and those that shape the lives of their individual members. 
Different but at the same time overlapping kinds of (dis)connections might be found between 
the collective and individual levels within LGTBQI movements. Future research on religion 
and emancipation in West-European contexts, in which notably Catholic contexts remain 
underexplored, could therefore engage with issues of religion, gender and sexuality through 
focusing upon constructions of (non)religion and spirituality at the collective and individual 
levels of current feminist and LGTBQI movements and activism. An interesting comparative 
focus would extensively discuss the similarities and differences between feminist and 
LGBTQI perspectives, practices and individual lives.     
 
 
11.3.2.  Joining the Study of Religion, Spirituality and (Non)Religion and 
Sexuality 
 
Secondly, and related to the above exploration, further research in the field of gender, 
sexuality and activism should bring together the study of religion, spirituality and non-religion 
in a more rigorous way than has been done before (Anttonen 2014, de Vries 2008, Knott 
2010). This would be an innovative approach as religion, spirituality and non-religion are 
themes that are often separated along the lines of the study of religion and spirituality, and the 
study of non-religion and atheism (e.g. Aune, Sharma & Vincett 2008, Fenn 2001, Flanagan 
& Jupp 2007, Lee 2012, Reilly & Scriver 2014, Utriainen & Salmesvuori 2014, Voas & 
McAndrew 2012). Bringing these fields together enables the posing of challenging questions 
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regarding the diversity within as well as connections and overlaps between religion, 
spirituality and non-religion in the subjectivities, identities and lives of individual activists.
 During the analysis of interview narratives, I came to describe and analyse various 
types of religious and non-religious positionings existing among the feminists I met, such as 
the positionings of religious (Islamic and Christian) and secular feminists. In order to further 
distinguish between individual positionings, I moreover used labels such as secular Muslims, 
non-religion, atheism, cultural Catholicism and Islam, and spirituality. This typology was not 
set up beforehand in order to approach the research material. Instead, during the analysis, I 
attempted to capture the variety that emerged from the interview narratives and I did so 
through labeling them as different types of non-religion, religion and spirituality. As the 
investigation in this dissertation of forms of religion, spirituality and non-religion as 
individual positionings remained preliminary, I belief the issue of diversity within and 
connections, overlaps between and blurring boundaries of religion, spirituality and non-
religion in the individual identities and lives of activists deserves more attention. Moreover, 
questions should be posed regarding the role of gender and sexuality in the formation of 
various forms of religion, spirituality and non-religion. This issue could be investigated not 
only regarding individual lives of activists, but also regarding the histories, agenda’s and 
priorities of feminist and LGBTQI movements and organisations. 
 When it comes to studying religion, non-religion and spirituality simultaneously, the 
exploration of the interview narratives of Femma members provides an interesting example.   
Among individual Femma members, a wide range of individual positionings and 
constructions of non-religion, religion and spirituality exists. The awareness of the existence 
of this variety is directly linked to the recent reconstruction of women’s zingeving in Femma’s 
policy papers. This reconstruction was achieved by the blurring of boundaries between 
Christian and non-Christian, and transcendent and immanent, sources of inspiration. Also in 
the narratives of individual members, the boundaries between religion and non-religion, and 
religion and spirituality, were not strictly defined and experienced.   
As religion, spirituality and non-religion in relation to gender and sexual diversity in 
progressive movements and individual lives seem to me underexplored in Catholic regions of 
Western Europe (but see for example Peumans 2014), these themes deserve future in-depth 
investigation. In the face of the challenges that the rise of political theologies at the beginning 
of the 21
st
 century pose for women’s rights, LGBTQI rights and human rights more generally 
(Santos 2009), also in Catholic Europe (Paternotte & Bracke forthcoming), identifying 
pluralist and progressive theologies and religious experiences among feminist and LGBTQI 
movements and individual activists could be a source of inspiration and energy towards 
ambitious and critical struggles for human rights and emancipation (Santos 2009). Finally, in 
the current context of increasing cultural and religious diversity, not only (dis)identifications 
and experiences with Christianity, Islam, spirituality, non-religiousness and atheism might 
emerge, but also feminist and LGBTQI Jewish, Buddhist and Hindu identities and 
positionings, and various kinds of crossovers and the blurring of boundaries between these 
categories of identity and belonging.    
  
317 
Bibliography  
 
Literatuur 
 
Abicht, Ludo. 2005. ‘Actief Pluralisme: Bedoelen We Hetzelfde?’, in Steve Stevaert (ed.), Ander Geloof. Naar 
een Actief Pluralisme in Vlaanderen. Leuven: Davidsfonds, 20-31. 
 
Abou Jahjah, Dyab. 2014. ‘“Beste Radicale Atheist”: Dyab Abou Jahjah Antwoordt Maarten Boudry’, De 
Morgen, 15 September, last accessed 1 October 2014, 
http://www.demorgen.be/dm/nl/983/Nieuws/article/detail/2050274/2014/09/15/Beste-radicale-atheist-Dyab-
Abou-Jahjah-antwoordt-Maarten-Boudry.dhtml   
 
Abu-Lughod, Lila. 2006. ‘The Power of Images and the Danger of Pity’, Eurozine, 9 January, accessed 28 July 
2014,  http://www.eurozine.com/articles/2006-09-01-abulughod-en.html  
 
Abu-Lughod, Lila. 2002. ‘Do Muslim Women Really Need Saving? Anthropological Reflections on Cultural 
Relativism and Its Others. American Anthropologist 104:3, 783-790. 
 
Acker, Sandra. 2000. ‘In/out/side: Positioning the Researcher in Feminist Qualitative Research’, Resources for 
Feminist Research 28:1-2, 189-210.   
 
Aeyels, E. 1998. ‘De Tweede Feministische Golf in de Vlaamse Pers’, Master thesis, Catholic University 
Louvain. 
 
Aftab, Shaireen, Mouisatt, Sam, Bracke Sarah, Longman, Chia, Scheepers, Sarah. 2013. Recht op Liefde. 
Handleiding: Seksuele Diversiteit Bespreekbaar Maken binnen Etnisch-Culturele Minderheden. Brussel: 
Captains of Printing.   
 
Ahmed, Leila. 2011. A Quiet Revolution: The Veil’s Resurgence, from the Middle East to America. New Haven: 
Yale University Press. 
 
Ahmed, Leila.1992. Women and Gender in Islam. New Haven & Londen: Yale University Press. 
 
Ahmad, Leila. 1989. ‘Women and the Advent of Islam’, Signs 11:4, 665-691. 
 
Al-Hibri, Azizah Yahia. 1999. ‘Is Western Patriarchal Feminism Good for Third World/Minority Women?’ in 
Joshua Cohen, Matthew Howard & Martha C. Nussbaum (eds.), Is Multiculturalism Bad for Women? Susan 
Moller Okin with Respondents, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 41-46. 
 
Al-Hibri, Azizah Yahia. 2000. ‘Muslim Women’s Rights in the Global Village: Challenges and Opportunities’, 
Journal of Law and Religion VI,  101-129.  
 
Al-Hibri, Azizah Yahia. 2001. ‘Redefining Muslim Women’s Roles in the Next Century’ in Norman Dorser & 
Prosser Gifford (eds.), Democracy and the Rule of Law. 
 
Al-Hibri, Azizah Yahia. 2003. ‘An Islamic Perspective on Domestic Violence’, Fordham International Law 
Journal, 27: 1, 195: 224. 
 
Al-Hibri, Azizah Yahia. 2005. ‘The Nature of the Islamic Marriage: Sacramental, Covenantal, or Contractual?’ 
in John Witte jr. & Eliza Ellison (eds.), Covenant Marriage in Comparative Perspective, Grand Rapids: Wm. B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Co., 182-216. 
318 
 
Allen, Ann Taylor. 2007. ‘Religion and Gender in Modern German History: A Historiographical Perspective’ in 
Karen Hagemann and Jean H. Quataert (eds.,) Gendering Modern German History: Rewriting Historiography. 
New York/Oxford: Berghahn Books, 190-207. 
 
Alexander-Floyd, Nikol G. & Simien, Evelyn M. 2006. ‘Revisiting “What’s in a Name?”: Exploring the 
Contours of Africana Womanist Thought’, Frontiers: A Journal of Women’s Studies 27:1, 67-89.  
 
Ali, Saba Rasheed, Mahmood, Amina, Moel, Joy, Hudson, Carolyn & Leathers, Leslie. 2008. ‘A Qualitative 
Investigation of Muslim and Christian Women’s Views of Religion and Feminism in Their Lives’, Cultural 
Diversity and Ethnic Minority Psychology 14:1, 38-46. 
 
Althusser, Louis. 2006 [1971]. ‘Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (Notes towards an Investigation)’ in 
Aradhana Sharma & Anil Gupta (eds.), The Anthropology of the State: A reader, Malden/Oxford/Carlton: 
Blackwel, 86-111. 
 
Amadiume, Ifi. 1987. Male Daughters, Female Husbands: Gender and Sex in an African Society. London: Zed 
Books. 
 
Amnesty International. 2012. Choice and Prejudice: Discrimination Against Muslims in Europe. London. 
 
Anthias, Floria and Yuval-Davis, Nira. 1989. ‘Introduction’ in Floria Anthias & Nira Yuval-Davis (eds.), 
Woman, Nation, State. Basingstoke: McMillan, 1-15. 
 
Anthias, Floya. 2002. ‘Beyond Feminism and Multiculturalism: Locating Difference and the Politics of 
Location’, Women’s Studies International Forum 25:3, 275-286. 
 
Anttonen, Veikko. 2014. ‘Making Space for the ‘Post-Secular’ in Religious Studies’, opening speech at Donner 
Institute Conference.  
 
Arikoglu, Fatma. 2012. Cahier Gemengde Relaties & Gemengde Gevoelens: Tips & Tricks voor Succesvolle 
Aanvaarding en Hulpverlening. Brussel: ella – kenniscentrum gender en etniciteit.   
 
Arnaut, Karel, Bracke, Sarah, Ceuppens, Bambi, de Mul, Sarah, Fadil, Nadia & Kanmaz, Meryem (eds.). 2009. 
Een Leeuw in een Kooi: De Grenzen van het Multiculturele Vlaanderen. Antwerpen: Meulenhoff/Manteau. 
 
Art, Jan, Buermann, Thomas. 2007. ‘Is de Katholiek Man Wel een Echte Vent?’ Historica, 30:2, 27-29. 
 
Asad, Talal. 2003. Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity. Stanford: Stanford University 
Press. 
 
Asad, Talal. 1993. Genealogies of Religion: Discipline and Reasons of Power in Christianity and Islam. 
Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press.  
 
Athena & Life Long Learning. 2010. Tuning Educational Structures in Europe: Reference Points for the Design 
and Delivery of Degree Programmes in Gender Studies. Bilbao: Publicaciones de la Universidad de Deusto.    
 
Aune, Kristin. Forthcoming. ‘Supporting Muslim Women and Criticising the Church: Representations of 
Religion on the British Feminist Website The F Word’, Religion and Gender. 
 
319 
Aune, Kristin. 2014. ‘The Impact of Feminism on Attitudes to Religion: Is Third-Wave Feminism Midwife to 
the Post-Secular?’ preparatory paper for the expertmeeting ‘Postsecular and Gender’, Turku, Finland, 24-25 
April. 
 
Aune, Kristin. 2011. ‘Much Less Religious, a Little More Spiritual: The Religious and Spiritual Views of Third-
Wave Feminists in the U.K. Feminist Review 97: 32-55. 
 
Aune, Kristin. 2008a. ‘Evangelical Christianity and Women’s Changing Lives’, European Journal of Women’s 
Studies 15:3, 277-294. 
 
Aune, Kristin. 2008b. ‘Singleness and Secularization: British Evangelical Women and Church (Dis)Affiliation’ 
in Kristin Aune, Sonya Sharma & Giselle Vincett (eds.), Women and Religion in the West: Challenging 
Secularization, Aldershot/Burlington: Ashgate, 57-70. 
 
Aune Kristin, Sharma, Sonya and Vincett, Giselle (eds.). 2008. Women and Religion in the West: Challenging 
Secularization. Aldershot/Burlington: Ashgate. 
 
Avishai, Orit. 2008. ‘“Doing Religion” in a Secular World: Women in Conservative Religions and the Question 
of Agency’, Gender and Society 22:4, 409-433. 
 
Azabar, Samira (interview by Tine Destrooper). 2012a. ‘Mensen Denken Vaak Dat Ik Geen Rationeel Denkend 
Wezen Zou Zijn Omdat Ik een Hoofddoek Draag’, 6 March, accessed 28 July 2014, 
http://www.dewereldmorgen.be/artikels/2013/03/06/mensen-denken-vaak-dat-ik-geen-rationeel-denkend-wezen-
zou-zijn-omdat-ik-een-hoo  
 
Azabar, Samira. 2012b. ‘Jihad voor het Feminisme’, Tijdschrift voor Geestelijk Leven – special issue: Uit het 
Vaderhuis: Emancipatie en het Veelkleurig Geloven van Vrouwen 68:6, 59-68.  
 
Azabar, Samira. 2010. ‘Moslims, Thuis in een Westers Land?’, Open Poort, December.    
 
Azabar, Samira. 2009. ‘Recht op een Identiteit?!’, Kifkif, 19 March, 
http://www.motief.org/phocadownload/samira-azabar-2009-recht-op-een-eigen-identiteit.pdf   
 
Babazia, Nadia & Perneel, Judith. 2006. Brochure De Sluier Opgelicht: Meisjes Met en Zonder Hoofddoek in de 
Klas: Handvatten voor Leerkrachten en Directies. Brussel: Steunpunt voor Allochtone Meisjes en Vrouwen.  
 
Badran, Margot. 2005. ‘Between Secular and Islamic Feminism/s: Reflections on the Middle East and Beyond’, 
Journal of Middle East Women’s Studies 1:1, 6-28.  
 
Badran, Margot. 2001. ‘Understanding Islam, Islamism, and Islamic Feminism’, Journal of Women’s History 
13:1, 47-52.  
 
Badran, Margot. 1994. ‘Gender Activism, Feminists and Islamists in Eypt’ in Valentine M. Moghadam (ed.), 
Identity, Politics and Women: Cultural Reassertions and Feminisms in International Perspective. Boulder: 
Westview Press.  
 
Bahovec, Eva D. & Hemmings, Clare. 2007. ‘Teaching Travelling Concepts in Europe’, Feminist Theory 5:3, 
333- 342. 
 
Beattie, Tina. 2007. The New Atheists: The Twilight of Reason and the War on Religion. Darton, Longman & 
Todd.   
 
320 
Beattie, Tina. 2005. ‘Religious identity and the ethics of representation: the study of religion and gender in the 
secular academy’ in Ursula King & Tina Beattie (eds.), Gender, Religion, and Diversity: Cross-Cultural 
Perspectives, London: Continuum, 65-78. 
 
bell hooks. 2000. Feminism is for Everybody: Passionate Politics. London: Pluto Press.  
 
bell hooks. 1989. Contribution to Roundtable Discussion ‘Christian Ethics and Theology in Womanist 
Perspective’, Cheryl J. Sanders, Cheryl Townsend Gilkes, Katie G. Cannon, Emilie Townes, M. Shawn 
Copeland & Bell Hooks, Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 5:2, 83-112 (102-109). 
 
Ben Mohammed, Nadia. 2006. ‘Les Femmes Musulmanes Voilées d’Origine Marocaine sur le Marché de 
l’Emploi’, Free University of Brussels, accessed at 28 July 2014, 
http://www.ulb.ac.be/socio/germe/documentsenligne/femmesmusulmanes_nadia.pdf  
 
Berger, Peter. 2001. ‘The 2000 Paul Hanley Furfey Lecture: Reflections on the Sociology of Religion Today’, 
Sociology of Religion 62:4, 443-455. 
 
Berlis, Angela, Biezeveld, Kune & Korte, Anne-Marie. 2014. Everyday Life and the Sacred: Re/Configuring 
Gender Studies in Religion. Leiden: Brill.  
 
Best, Amy L. 2003. ‘Doing Race in the Context of Feminist Interviewing: Constructing Whiteness Through 
Talk’, Qualitative Inquiry 9:6, 895-914. 
 
Boudry, Maarten. 2014. ‘Een Verhit Debat over de Islam Is Beter dan Geen Debat’, De Morgen, 17 September, 
last accessed 1 October 2014, 
http://www.demorgen.be/dm/nl/2461/Opinie/article/detail/2052423/2014/09/17/Een-verhit-debat-over-de-islam-
is-beter-dan-geen-debat.dhtml 
 
Boudry, Maarten. 2014. ‘Beste Gematigde Moslim, Gebruik de Koran Nieto om de Barbarij van IS af te 
Wijzen’, De Morgen, 13 September, last accessed 1 October 2014, 
http://www.demorgen.be/dm/nl/2461/Opinie/article/detail/2048835/2014/09/13/Beste-gematigde-moslim-
gebruik-de-Koran-niet-om-de-barbarij-van-IS-af-te-wijzen.dhtml  
 
Billaud, Julie & Castro, Julie. 2013. ‘Whores and Niqabées: The Sexual Boundaries of French Nationalism’, 
French Politics, Culture and Society 31:2, 81-101. 
 
Billiet, Jaak, Abts, Koen & Swyngedouw, Marc. 2013. Rapport De Evolutie van de Kerkelijke Betrokkenheid in 
Vlaanderen Tussen de Voorbije Twee Decennia en het Verlies van Vertrouwen in de Kerk in het Bijzonder 
Tussen 2009 en 2011. Instituut voor Sociaal en Politiek Opinieonderzoek (IPSO) & Centrum voor Sociologisch 
Onderzoek (CeSo): Katholieke Universiteit Louvain. 
 
Billiet, Jaak & Dobbelaere, Karel. 1976. Godsdienst in Vlaanderen: Van Kerks Katholicisme naar Sociaal-
Culturele Kristenheid. Leuven: Davidsfonds.   
 
Blagaard, Bolette. 2008. ‘European Whiteness? A Critical Approach’, Kvinder, Kon & Forskning 4, 10-22.  
 
Blagaard, Bolette. 2007. ‘Gender or Discrimination: Rethinking the Cartoon Controversy’, Historica 30:2, 15-
18. 
 
Blancke, Jan. 1982. Ga Mijn Volk Bevrijden: Het Denken van Cardijn. Zele: Reinaert Uitgaven.    
 
321 
Blommaert, Jan. 2011. Links van de Kerk: De Linkerzijde en de Multiculturele Samenleving. Antwerpen: Kifkif 
vzw.  
 
Blommaert, Jan & Verschueren, Jef. 1992. Het Belgische Migrantendebat: De Pragmatiek van de 
Abnormalisering. Antwerpen: IPrA.  
 
BOEH!. 2013. ‘Baas Over Eigen Hoofd: 7 Jaar Actie Rondom het Hoofddoekenverbod’, website BOEH!, 27 
August, accessed at 28 July 2014, www.baasovereigenhoofd.be. 
 
BOEH!. 2013. ‘Middenveldorganisaties en Leerlingen Stappen naar de Raad van State Tegen 
Hoofddoekenverbod’, Kifkif, press release 24 April, accessed at 28 July 2014, http://www.kifkif.be/over-kif-
kif/middenveldorganisaties-en-leerlingen-stappen-naar-de-raad-van-state-tegen-hoofddoekenve 
 
BOEH!. 2011. ‘Uiterlijke Levensbeschouwelijke Kentekens in het Onderwijs: Argumenten van de Actiegroep 
Baas Over Eigen Hoofd! (BOEH!)’, accessed 28 July 2014,  http://www.manavzw.be/_files/BOEH%20-
%20Uiterlijke%20levensbeschouwelijke%20kentekens%20in%20het%20Onderwijs.pdf   
 
Borms, Eddy. 2008. ‘Hebben Ongelovigen dan toch een Levensbeschouwing? Het Levensbeschouwelijke Vak 
Niet-Confessionele Zedenleer in Vlaanderen’, Ethiek & Maatschappij, 11:3, 40-49.  
 
Borms, Rudi. 2008. ‘Samenvatting: Moderne Opvattingen over het Geluk, Prof. Herman de Dijn’, 
www.hermandedijn.be, last accessed 29 July 2014,   
http://www.hermandedijn.be/viewpic.php?LAN=N&TABLE=PUB&ID=1461  
 
Bousseta, Hassan. 2004. Islam en Moslims in Belgie: Synthesenota. Lokale Uitdagingen & Algemeen Denkkader. 
Brussel: Koning Boudewijnstichting.   
 
Bowen, John Richard. 2007. Why the French don’t like headscarves: Islam, the State and Public Space. 
Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
 
Bracke, Sarah. 2014. ‘The Unbearable Lightness of ‘Gender and Diversity’’, DiGeST 1:1, 41-50.  
 
Bracke, Sarah. 2013. ‘Transformations of the Secular and the ‘Muslim Question’. Revisiting the Historical 
Coincidence of Depillarisation and the Institutionalisation of Islam in the Netherlands’, Journal of Muslims in 
Europe 2, 208-226. 
 
Bracke, Sarah. 2011. ‘Subjects of Debate: Secular and Sexual Exceptionalism, and Muslim Women in the 
Netherlands’, Feminist Review, 98, 28-46. 
 
Bracke, Sarah. 2008. ‘Conjugating the Modern/Religious, Conceptualizing Female Religious Agency: Contours 
of a ‘Post-Secular’ Conjuncture’, Theory, Culture & Society 25:6, 51-67. 
 
Bracke, Sarah. 2007. ‘Feminisme en Islam: Intersecties’ in Inge Arteel, Heidy Margrit Muller & Sarah Bossaert 
(eds.), Vrouw(on)vriendelijk? Islam Feministisch Bekeken, Brussel: VUB Press, 13-38.  
 
Bracke, Sarah. 2004. ‘‘Niet in Onze Naam!’ Een Hartekreet Tegen de Inzet van het Feminisme in de 
‘Beschavingsoorlog’’, Ethiek & Maatschappij 7:4, 113-128. 
 
Bracke, Sarah. 2002. ‘Het verschil kennen: feministische denkwegen uit de Neoliberale hallucinaties’, Yang, 
38:2, 211-226. 
 
322 
Bracke, Sarah & de Mul, Sarah. 2009. ‘In Naam van het Feminisme: Beschaving, Multiculturaliteit en 
Vrouwenemancipatie’, in Karel Arnaut, Sarah Bracke, Bambi Ceuppens, Sarah de Mul, Nadia Fadil and Meryem 
Kanmaz (eds.), Een Leeuw in een Kooi: De Grenzen van het Multiculturele Vlaanderen, Antwerpen: 
Meulenhoff/Manteau, 68-92. 
 
Bracke, Sarah & Fadil, Nadia. 2012. ‘‘Is the Headscarf Oppressive or Emancipatory?’ Field Notes on the 
Gendrification of the Multicultural Debate’, Religion and Gender, 2:1, 1-8.  
 
Bracke, Sarah & Fadil, Nadia. 2009. ‘Tussen dogma en realiteit: secularisme, multiculturalisme en nationalisme 
in Vlaanderen’, in Karel Arnaut, Sarah Bracke, Bambi Ceuppens, Sarah de Mul, Nadia Fadil and Meryem 
Kanmaz (eds.), Een Leeuw in een Kooi: De Grenzen van het Multiculturele Vlaanderen, Antwerpen: 
Meulenhoff/Manteau, 93-110.  
 
Bracke, Sarah & Fadil, Nadia. 2008. ‘Islam and secular modernity under Western eyes: A genealogy of a 
constitutive relationship’, EUI Working Papers, Florence: Robert Schuman Centre for Advanced Studies. 
 
Braekman, Antoon. 2009. ‘Habermas and Gauchet on Religion in Postsecular Society. A Critical Assessment’, 
Continental Philosophy Review, 42:3, 279-296.  
 
Brah, Avtar & Phoenix, Ann. 2004. ‘Ain’t I a Woman? Revisiting Intersectionality’, Journal of International 
Women’s Studies, 5:3, 75-86. 
 
Braidotti, Rosi. 2008. ‘In Spite of the Times: The Postsecular Turn in Feminism’, Theory, Culture & Society 
25:6, 1-24. 
 
Braidotti. Rosi. 2006. Transpositions: On Nomadic Ethics. Cambridge/Malden: Polity Press. 
 
Braidotti, Rosi. 2005. ‘A Critical Cartography of Feminist Post-Postmodernism’, Australian Feminist Studies 
20:47, 1-15. 
 
Braidotti, Rosi. 2002. ‘ATHENA and Gender Studies’ in Luisa Passerini, Dawn Lyon & Liana Borghi (eds.), 
Gender Studies in Europe, Florence: Robert Schuman Centre for Advanced Studies, 31-55. 
 
Braidotti, Rosi. 1994. Nomadic Subjects: Embodiment and Sexual Difference in Contemporary Feminist Theory. 
New York: Columbia University Press. 
 
Braude, Ann. 2004. ‘A Religious Feminist – Who Can Find Her? Historiographical Challenges from the 
National Organization for Women’, The Journal of Religion, 84:4, 555-572. 
 
Brown, Katherine. 2006. ‘Realising Muslim Women’s Rights: The Role of Islamic Identity Among British 
Muslim Women’, Women’s Studies International Forum, 29, 417-430. 
 
Brown, Callum. 2007. ‘Secularization, the Growth of Militancy and the Spiritual Revolution: Religious Change 
and Gender Power in Britain, 1901-2001’, Historical Research 80:209, 393-418. 
 
Brown Callum G. 2001. The Death of Christian Britain: Understanding Secularization 1800-2000. London/New 
York: Routledge. 
 
Brumagne, Eva. 2013. ‘Zingeving in Femma: Informatienota Raad van Bestuur’, 2 February, unpublished 
information memorandum.  
 
323 
Brumagne, Eva. 2013. ‘Algemeen Verslag: Samenvatting Gesprekken 2013 over Zingeving’, unpublished 
advisory memorandum.   
 
Brumagne, Eva. 2012. ‘Vooraf’, Femma Magazine, June, 3.   
 
Budgeon, Shelley. 2001. ‘Emergent Feminist (?) Identities: Young Women and the Practice of Micropolitics’, 
European Journal of Women’s Studies 8:7, 7-28. 
 
Buerman, Thomas. 2012. ‘Lambs and Lions at the Same Time! Belgian Zouave Stories and Examples of 
Religious Masculinity’ in Patrick Pasture, Jan Art & Thomas Buerman (eds.), Gender and Christianity in 
Modern Europe: Beyond the Feminization Thesis. Leuven: Leuven University Press, 107-120.   
 
Bulbeck, Chilla. 2009. ‘Recognizing Each Other in Conversations Between Anglo Feminists and Muslim 
Women’ in Tanja Dreher & Christina Ho (eds.), Beyond the Hijab Debates: New Conversations on Gender, 
Race and Religion, Cambridge Scholars Publishing.  
 
Bulbeck, Chilla. 1998. Re-orienting Western Feminisms: Women’s Diversity in a Postcolonial World, 
Cambridge/Melbourne: Cambridge University Press.   
 
Bullivant, Stephen & Lee, Lois. 2012. ‘Interdisciplinary Studies of Non-religion and Secularity: The State of the 
Union’, Journal of Contemporary Religion 27:1, 19-27. 
 
Burton, Antoinette M. 1990. ‘The White Woman’s Burden: British Feminists and the Indian Woman, 1865-
1915’, Women’s Studies International Forum 13: 4, 295-308. 
 
Butler, Judith. 2008. ‘Sexual Politics, Torture and Secular Time’, The British Journal of Sociology, 59:1, 1-23. 
 
Cady, Linell E. & Fessenden, Tracy. 2013. ‘Gendering the Divide: Religion, the Secular, and the Politics of 
Sexual Difference’, in Linell E. Cady & Tracy Fessenden, Religion, the Secular and the Politics of Sexual 
Difference, New York: Columbia University Press, 3-24. 
 
Calhoun, Craig, Juergensmeyer, Mark & VanAntwerpen, Jonathan (eds.). 2011. Rethinking Secularism. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.  
 
Campbell, Colin. 1971. Toward a Sociology of Irreligion. London: McMillan.  
 
Carland, Susan. 2011. ‘Islamophobia, Fear of Loss of Freedom, and the Muslim Woman’, Islam and Christian-
Muslim Relations 22:4, 469-473.  
 
Carlier, Julie. 2010a. ‘De Verzuiling Voorbij: Een Transnationale ‘Verweven’ Geschiedenis van de Eerste 
Feministische Golf in België’, Uitgelezen, 16:4, 3. 
 
Carlier, Julie. 2010b. ‘Forgotten Transnational Connections and National Contexts: An ‘Entangled History’ of 
the Political Transfers That Shaped Belgian Feminism’, Women’s History Review, 19:4, 503-522. 
 
Castelli, Elizabeth (ed. with assistance of Rodman, Rosamond C.) 2001. Women, Gender, Religion: A Reader. 
New York: Palgrave/St. Martin’s Press.   
 
Cannell, Fenella. 2010. ‘The Anthropology of Secularism’, Annual Review of Anthropology 39, 85-100. 
 
Casanova, Jose. 2010. ‘A Secular Age: Dawn or Twilight?’ in Michael Warner, Jonathan VanAntwerpen, & 
Graig Calhoun (eds.), Varieties of Secularism in a Secular Age. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 265-281. 
324 
 
Casanova, Jose. 2009. ‘The religious situation in Europe’, in Hans Joas & Klaus Wiegandt (eds.), Secularization 
and the World Religions. Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 206-228. 
 
Casanova, Jose. 1994. Public Religions in the Modern World. University of Chicago Press.  
 
Case, Kim A. 2012. ‘Discovering the Privilege of Whiteness: White Women’s Reflections on Anti-Racist 
Identity and Ally Behavior’, Journal of Social Issues 68:1, 78-96. 
 
Cesari, Jocelyne. 2011. ‘Islamophobia in the West: A Comparison Between Europe and the United States’, in 
John L. Esposito & Ibrahim Kalin (eds.), Islamophobia: The Challenge of Pluralism in the 21
st
 Century. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 21-45. 
 
Cesari, Jocelyne. 2009. ‘The Securitisation of Islam in Europe’, CEPS Challenge, Research Paper no. 15.  
 
Cesari, Jocelyne. 2004. When Islam and Democracy Meet: Muslims in Europe and in the United States. New 
York: Palgrave MacMillan.  
 
Centrum voor Gelijkheid van Kansen en voor Racismebestrijding. 2013. ’1993-2013: 20 Jaar Actiepunten’. 
Brussel.   
 
Ceuppens, Bambi. 2011. ‘From ‘the Europe of the Regions’ to ‘the European Champion League’: The Electoral 
Appeal of Populist Autochtony Discourses in Flanders’, Social Anthropology, 19:2, 159-174. 
 
Ceuppens, Bambi & Geschiere, Peter. 2005. ‘Autochtony: Local or Global? New Modes in the Struggle over 
Citizenship and Belonging in Africa and Europe’, Annual Review of Anthropology, 34, 385-407. 
 
Ceuppens, Bambi & de Mul, Sarah. 2009. ‘De Vergeten Congolees: Kolonialisme, Post-kolonialisme en 
Multiculturalisme’, in Karel Arnaut, Sarah Bracke, Bambi Ceuppens, Sarah de Mul, Nadia Fadil and Meryem 
Kanmaz (eds.), Een Leeuw in een Kooi: De Grenzen van het Multiculturele Vlaanderen, Antwerpen: 
Meulenhoff/Manteau, 48-67. 
 
Channouf, Yassine. 2014. ‘Als Moslim Ben Ik U, Maarten Boudry, Dankbaar dat U Denkt in Mijn Plaats’, De 
Wereld Morgen, 16 September, last accessed 1 October 2014, 
http://www.dewereldmorgen.be/artikel/2014/09/16/als-moslim-ben-ik-u-maarten-boudry-dankbaar-dat-u-denkt-
in-mijn-plaats  
 
Chase, Susan E. 2003 [1995]. ‘Taking Narrative Seriously: Consequences for Method and Theory in Interview 
Studies’, in Yvonna S. Lincoln & Norman K. Denzin (eds.), Turning Points in Qualitative Research: Tying 
Knots in a Handkerchief, Walnut Creek/Lanham/New York/Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 273-296. 
 
Cho, Sumi, Crenshaw, Kimberlé Williams & McCall, Leslie. 2013. ‘Intersectionality: Theorizing Power, 
Empowering Theory’, Signs 38:4, 785-810. 
 
Christ, Carol P. & Plaskow, J. 1979. Womenspirit Rising: A Feminist Reader in Religion. New York: Harper & 
Row.  
 
Christens, Ria. 1997. ‘Verkend Verleden: Een Kritisch Overzicht van de Vrouwengeschiedenis 19de-20ste Eeuw 
in Belgie’, BTNG/RBHC XXVII: 1-2, 5-37. 
 
CNN, 2014, ‘Transcript: President Obama’s Speech on Combating ISIS and Terrorism’, 11 September, last 
accessed 1 October 2014, http://edition.cnn.com/2014/09/10/politics/transcript-obama-syria-isis-speech/    
325 
 
Commissie voor Interculturele Dialoog. 2005. Eindverslag. Brussel: Centrum voor Gelijkheid van Kansen en 
voor Racismebestrijding. 
 
Coene, Gily & Bollen, Sophie. 2013. Nog Altijd Baas in Eigen Buik? Een Kritische Doorlichting van de 
Belgische Abortuswetgeving en –praktijk. Brussels: VUB Press.  
 
Coene, Gily & Longman, Chia. 2008. ‘Gendering the Diversification of Diversity: The Belgian Hijab (in) 
Question’, Ethnicities 8:3, 302-321. 
 
Coene, Gily & Longman, Chia. 2008. ‘Ceci n’est pas une Voile? De Belgische Hijab ter Discussie’, Paper Dag 
van de Sociologie, KULeuven, http://soc.kuleuven.be/ceso/dagvandesociologie/papers/artikelhoofdoek-
sociologendag-Coene-Longman.pdf  
 
Coene, Gily & Longman, Chia. 2006. ‘Voorbij de Onzichtbaarheid of naar een Verdere Stigmatisering van ‘Dé 
Allochtone Vrouw’ in een Actief Pluralistisch Vlaanderen?’, Migrantenstudies, 22:4, 179-198. 
 
Coene, Gily & Longman, Chia. 2006b. ‘Gender Equality and Cultural Diversity: the Belgian-Flemish Case’, 
working paper for the conference ‘Gender Equality, Cultural Diversity: European Comparisons and Lessons’, 
Free University Amsterdam, 8-9 June. 
 
Coene, Gily & Longman, Chia. 2004. ‘Gender and Multicultureel Burgerschap: Over de Rechten, Representatie 
en Emancipatie van Vrouwen in een Multiculturele Samenleving’, Ethiek en Maatschappij 7:4, 3-24. 
 
Coene, Gily & Longman, Chia. 2004. ‘Zoeken naar een Evenwicht Tussen Feminisme en Multiculturalisme 
Volgens het Steunpunt Allochtone Meisjes en Vrouwen: Een Interview met Judith Perneel en Nadia Babazia’, 
Ethiek en Maatschappij 7:4, 129-138.  
 
Collins, Patricia Hill. 1991. Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of 
Empowerment, New York: Routledge. 
 
Collins, Patricia Hill. 1996. ‘What’s in a Name? Womanism, Black Feminism and Beyond’, The Black Scholar 
26:1, 9-17 
 
Combahee River Collective, 1983, ‘The Combahee River Collective Statement’ in Barbara Smith (ed.), Home 
Girls: A Black Feminist Anthology, New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 264-274.  
 
Congar, Yves. 1938. ‘The Reasons for the Unbelief of Our Times, Pt. 1.’ Integration: A Student’s Catholic 
Review, 2:1, 13-21. 
 
Cott, Nancy F. 1989. ‘Comment on Karen Offen’s “Defining Feminism: A Comparative Historical Approach”’, 
Signs 15:1, 203-205. 
 
Clycq, Noel. 2012. ‘‘My Daughter is a Free Woman, So She Can’t Marry a Muslim’: The Gendering of Ethno-
Religious Boundaries’, European Journal of Women’s Studies 19:2, 157-171.  
 
Cooke, Miriam. 2000. ‘Multiple Critique: Islamic Feminist Rhetorical Strategies’, Nepantla, 1:1, 91-110.    
 
Cranny-Francis, Anne, Waring, Wendy, Stavropoulos, Pam & Kirkby, Joan. 2003. Gender Studies: Terms and 
Debates. Palgrave McMillan.  
 
326 
Crenshaw, Kimberlé. 1991. ‘Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence Against 
Women of Color’, Stanford Law Review 43:6, 1241-1299.  
 
Crenshaw, Kimberlé. 1989. ‘Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of 
Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics’, The University of Chicago Legal Forum 
139-168.  
 
Daly, Mary. 1968. The Church and the Second Sex. Beacon Press.  
 
Davie, Grace. 2002. Europe: the Exceptional Case. London: Darton, Longman & Todd.  
 
Davis, Kathy. 2008. ‘Intersectionality as Buzz-Word: A Sociology of Science Perspective on What Makes a 
Feminist Theory Succesful’, Feminist Theory 9:1, 67-85  
 
Danckaers, Tine. 2011. ‘De Koek is te Katholiek in België’, MO*, 30 March, accessed 29 July 2014, 
http://www.mo.be/artikel/de-koek-te-katholiek-belgie  
 
De Beauvoir, Simone. 1945. Le Deuxième Sexe. Paris: Gallimard. 
 
De Ceulaer, Joël & Pauli, Walter. 2014. ‘Liesbeth Homans: Jammer Dat Men Te Pas en Te Onpas over Racisme 
Spreekt’, Knack, 21 May, last accessed 14 September 2014, http://www.knack.be/nieuws/belgie/liesbeth-
homans-jammer-dat-men-te-pas-en-te-onpas-over-racisme-spreekt/article-normal-144521.html  
 
De Graeve, Katrien. 2012. ‘‘Making Families’: Parenting and Belonging in Transnational Adoption in Flanders’ 
PhD thesis, Ghent University.   
 
De Knop, Paul, Loobuyck, Patrick & Franken. 2010. ‘Breng Godsdienstonderwijs Bij de Tijd’, De Morgen, 12 
May, accessed 28 July 2014,  
http://www.demorgen.be/dm/nl/2461/Opinie/article/detail/1104968/2010/05/12/Breng-godsdienstonderwijs-bij-
de-tijd.dhtml  
 
De Metsenaere, Machteld. 2007. ‘Veel Geschiedenis, Weinig Geheugen? Over de Belangstelling van Belgische 
Contemporanisten voor de Geschiedenis van Feminisme en de Vrouwenbeweging sinds de Jaren Zeventig’, in 
Guy Vantemsche, Machteld de Metsenaere & Jean-Claude Burgelman (eds.), De Tuin van Heden: Dertig Jaar 
Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek over de Hedendaagse Samenleving. Brussel: VUB Press, 169-208.  
 
De Morgen. 2014. ‘Nieuwe Naam ACW Kan Zonder de ‘C’’, De Morgen, 8 April, last accessed 29 July 2014, 
http://www.demorgen.be/dm/nl/983/Nieuws/article/detail/1846589/2014/04/08/Nieuwe-naam-ACW-kan-zonder-
de-C.dhtml. 
 
De Morgen, 2013. ‘Gent Heft na Debat van Vier Uur Hoofddoekenverbod op’, De Morgen, 27 May, last 
accessed 29 July 2014, http://www.demorgen.be/dm/nl/989/Binnenland/article/detail/1641012/2013/05/27/Gent-
heft-na-debat-van-vier-uur-hoofddoekenverbod-op.dhtml 
 
De Morgen, 2013, ‘Nieuwe Klacht Tegen Hoofddoekenverbod GO!’, De Morgen, 24 April,  last accessed 29 
July 2014, http://www.demorgen.be/dm/nl/1344/Onderwijs/article/detail/1621011/2013/04/24/Nieuwe-klacht-
tegen-hoofddoekenverbod-GO.dhtml  
 
De Morgen, 2013, ‘Hoofddoek vanaf September weer Verboden op School’, De Morgen, 2 February, last 
accessed 29 July 2014, 
http://www.demorgen.be/dm/nl/1344/Onderwijs/article/detail/1572643/2013/02/02/Hoofddoek-vanaf-september-
weer-verboden-op-school.dhtml 
327 
 
De Morgen. 2012. ‘Femma Breit voor Meer Stemmen op Vrouwen’, De Morgen 1 October, last accessed 29 July 
2014, http://www.demorgen.be/dm/nl/3625/Verkiezingen-2012/article/detail/1509409/2012/10/01/Femma-breit-
voor-meer-stemmen-op-vrouwen.dhtml 
 
De Smet, Brecht. 2014. ‘Geradicaliseerde Jongeren Zijn Géén Probleem van de Islam’, De Morgen, 19 
September, last accessed 1 October 2014, 
http://www.demorgen.be/dm/nl/2461/Opinie/article/detail/2055964/2014/09/19/Geradicaliseerde-jongeren-zijn-
geen-probleem-van-de-islam.dhtml   
 
De Smit, Katrijn. 2006. Hoe Dol was Dolle Mina?Een Geschiedenis van de Dolle Mina’s in Vlaanderen. Gent: 
Academia Press.  
 
De Vries, Hent (ed.). 2008. Religion: Beyond a Concept. New York: Fordham University Press. 
 
Debruyne, Pascal. 2013. ‘Hoofddoekendebat Zorgt voor Geanimeerde Gentse Gemeenteraad’, De Wereld 
Morgen, 28 May, last accessed 29 July 2014, 
http://www.dewereldmorgen.be/artikels/2013/05/28/hoofddoekendebat-zorgt-voor-geanimeerde-gentse-
gemeenteraad  
 
Decoene, Anneleen. 2013. ‘Oproep tot Verzet: De Maatschappelijke Relevantie van Feministische Theologieën’, 
Vrouw en Geloofkrant 2, 22-37. 
 
Decoene, Anneleen. 2008. ‘Diversiteit als Kracht: De Fundamentele Uitdaging van Feministische Theologieën’, 
Aeropaag 8:3. 
 
Decoene, Anneleen & Lambelin, Joke. 2009. ‘Feminisme a-Dieu? De transformatieve kracht van feministische 
theologieen in België’, in Sophia, Genderstudies: Een Genre Apart? Een Stand van Zaken. Colloquium 
2009/Savoirs de Genre: Quel Genre de Savoir? Etat des Lieux des Etudes de Genre. Colloque 2009. Brussel, 
369-391. 
 
Demerath III, N. J. 2000. ‘The Rise of Cultural Religion in European Christianity’, Social Compass 47:1, 127-
139.  
 
Deneckere, Gita. 2008. ‘‘Le Droit Humain’ en de Paradoxen van de Universele Broederschap: Vrouw en 
Vrijmetselarij in België in Historisch Perspectief’, Tijdschrift voor Genderstudies 3, 6-18. 
 
Denzin, Norman & Lincoln, Yvonna S. 2011. ‘Introduction: The Discipline and Practice of Qualitative 
Research’ in Norman Denzin & Yvonna S. Lincoln (eds.), The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Research. 
Thousand Oaks/London/New Delhi/Singapore: SAGE Publications, 1-20. 
 
Dequeecker, Ida & Roggeman, Kitty. 2009. ‘Atheisme, Feminisme en de Hoofddoek’, Uitpers 107. 
 
Dequeecker, Ida & Roggeman, Kitty. 2005. ‘Op Zoek naar de Identiteit van het Vlaams Feminisme van de 
Tweede Golf’, in Sophia, Movement des Femmes et Production de Savoir. Colloque 2005/Vrouwenbeweging(en) 
en de Productie van Kennis. Colloquium 2005. Brussel, 406-418.  
 
Dewael, Patrick. 2004. ‘Elke Dwang tot Sluieren is Onaanvaardbaar’, De Morgen, 10 January. 
 
Dobbelaere, Karel. 2010. ‘Religion and Politics in Belgium: From an Institutionalized Manifest Catholic to a 
Latent Christian Pillar’, The Politics and Religion Journal 2, 283-296. 
 
328 
Dobbelaere, Karel. 2008. ‘Two Different Types of Secularization: Belgium and France Compared’, in Barker, 
Eileen (ed.), The Centrality of Religion in Social Life: Essays in Honour of James A. Beckford. 
Aldershot/Burlington: Ashgate. 
 
Dobbelaere, Karel. 2002. Secularization: An Analysis at Three Levels. Brussels: Peter Lang.  
 
Dobbelaere, Karel & Voyé, Liliane. 1990. ‘From Pillar to Postmodernity: The Changing Situation of Religion in 
Belgium’, Sociological Analysis, 51, S1-S13. 
 
Dreher, Tanja & Ho, Christina (eds.). 2009. Beyond the Hijab Debates: New Conversations on Gender, Race 
and Religion. Cambridge Scholars Publishing. 
 
Dube, Musa W. 2002. ‘Postcoloniality, Feminist Spaces and Religion’, in Laura E. Donaldson & Kwok Pui-lan 
(eds.), Postcolonialism, Feminism & Religious Discourse, New York/London: Routledge.  
 
Dube, Musa W. 1999. ‘Consuming a Colonial Cultural Bomb: Translating Badimo into Demons in the Setswana 
Bible’, Journal for the Study of the New Testament 73, 33-59. 
 
DuBois, Ellen Carol. 1989. ‘Comment on Karen Offen’s “Defining Feminism: A Comparative Historical 
Approach”’, Signs 15:1, 195-197.  
 
Dufour, Lynn Resnick. 2000. ‘Sifting Through Tradition: The Creation of Jewish Feminist Identities’, Journal 
for the Scientific Study of Religion 39:1, 90-106. 
 
Duits, Linda & van Zoonen, Liesbeth. 2006. ‘Headscarves and Porno-Chick: Disciplining Girls’ Bodies in the 
European Multicultural Society’, European Journal of Women’s Studies 13:2, 103-117. 
 
Dwyer, Sonya Corbin & Buckle, Jennifer L. 2009. ‘The Space Between: On Being an Insider-Outsider in 
Qualitative Research’, International Journal of Qualitative Methods 8:1, 54-63. 
 
Dyer, Richard. 1997. White. London: Routledge.  
 
Eidhamar, Levi Geir. 2014. ‘Is Gayness a Test from Allah? Typologies in Muslim Stances on Homosexuality’, 
Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations 25:2, 245-266.  
 
El Tayeb, Fatima. 2012. ‘‘Gays Who Cannot Properly Be Gay’: Queer Muslims in the Neoliberal European 
City’, European Journal of Women’s Studies 19:1, 79-95.  
 
El Tayeb, Fatima. 2011. European others: Queering ethnicity in postnational Europe. Minnesota University 
Press. 
 
ella & Motief. 2012. Jongeren, Islam, Gender. Methodiekendoos. 
http://www.motief.org/index.php/en/publicaties/76-publicatie/86-levensbeschouwelijke-diversiteit-in-het-
onderwijs  
 
Eisenstein, Zillah. 2004. Against Empire: Feminism, Racism and the West. London/New York: Zed Books.  
 
Elomäki, Anna. 2012. The Price of Austerity: The Impact On Women’s Rights and Gender Equality in Europe. 
Brussels: European Women’s Lobby.  
 
England, Kim V. L. 1994. ‘Getting Personal: Reflexivity, Positionality, and Feminist Research’, Professional 
Geographer 46:1, 80-89.  
329 
 
Fadil, Nadia. 2014. ‘Islam and Feminism: A Vexed Relationship? Thinking Through the “Muslim Question” and 
its Epistemological Conundruns’, DiGeST: Journal of Diverstiy and Gender Studies 1:1, 51-59. 
 
Fadil, Nadia. 2011a. ‘Islamophobie als Laatste Strohalm voor het Eurocentrisch Denken’, Manazine, 3, 4-13. 
 
Fadil, Nadia. 2011b. ‘Not/Unveiling as an Ethical Practice’. Feminist Review 98: 83-109. 
 
Fadil, Nadia. 2011c. ‘7 Krachtige Argumenten Tegen het Hoofddoekenverbod’, De Wereld Morgen, 16 March, 
last accessed 29 July 2014, http://www.dewereldmorgen.be/artikels/2011/03/16/7-krachtige-argumenten-tegen-
het-hoofddoekenverbod. 
 
Fadil, Nadia. 2010. ‘‘Breaking the Taboo of Multiculturalism’: The Belgian Left and Islam’, in S. Sayyid & 
AbdoolKarim Vakil (eds.), Thinking Through Islamophobia: Global Perspectives. New York: Columbia 
University Press, 235-250.  
 
Fadil, Nadia. 2004. ‘Het Hoofddoekendebat: Meer dan een Debat over een Stukje Stof’, Ethische Perspectieven 
14:4, 373-386. 
 
Fekete, Liz. 2004. ‘Anti-Muslim Racism and the European Security State’, Race & Class 46:1, 3-29.  
 
Femma. 2014, Alles Over de Combinatie Werk en Zorg. Special issue Femma Magazine, May. 
 
Femma, 2012, ‘Een Naam Krijgt een Ziel als Hij Leeft’, Femma Magazine, June, 44-46. 
 
Femma, 2013, Voortgangsrapport 2012-2013, Brussel.  
 
Fenn, Richard K. (ed.) 2001. The Blackwell Companion to Sociology of Religion. 
Malden/Oxford/Melbourne/Berlin: Blackwell Pupblishing.  
 
Fernandes, L. 2003. Transforming Feminist Practice: Non-Violence, Social Justice and the Possibilities of a 
Spiritualized Feminism. San Fransisco: Aunt Lute Books.  
 
Flanagan, Kieran & Jupp, Peter C. 2007. A Sociology of Spirituality. Aldershot/Burlington: Ashgate. 
 
Flour, Els. 2014. ‘Abortus: De Vrouw Beslist’, De Wereld Morgen, 4 February, last accessed 29 July 2014, 
http://www.dewereldmorgen.be/artikels/2014/02/04/abortus-de-vrouw-beslist 
 
Flour, Els. 2006.‘Feminisme Volgens Verhofstadt’,  De Standaard, 9 November, last accessed 29 July 2014, 
http://www.standaard.be/cnt/guc1498ag 
 
Flyvbjerg, Bent. 2004. ‘Five Misunderstandings About Case-Study Research’, in C. Seale, G. Gobo, I. Gubrium 
& D. Silverman (eds.), Qualitative Research Practice. London: Sage, 420-434.  
 
Fiorenza, Elisabeth S. 1990. ‘Changing the Paradigms’, Christian Century Magazine, 5-12 September, 796-800.  
 
Fitzgerald, Timothy. 2010. ‘Who Invented Hinduism? Rethinking Religion in India’ in Esther Bloch, Marianne 
Keppens & Rajaram Hegde, Rethinking Religion in India: The Colonial Construction of Hinduism. London/New 
York: Routledge, 114-134. 
 
330 
Fitzgerald, Timothy. 2008. ‘Religion Is Not a Standalone Category’, The Immanent Frame: Secularism, Religion 
and the Public Sphere, SSRC blog, last accessed 29 July 2014,  http://blogs.ssrc.org/tif/2008/10/29/religion-is-
not-a-standalone-category/ 
 
Fitzgerald, Timothy. 2003. ‘‘Religion’ and ‘the Secular’ in Japan: Problems in History, Social Anthropology, 
and the Study of Religion’, Electronic Journal of Contemporary Japanese Studies, discussion paper no. 3, 
accessed 17 August 2014, http://www.japanesestudies.org.uk/discussionpapers/Fitzgerald.html 
 
Franken, Leni & Loobuyck, Patrick. 2012. ‘Hoe Neutraal is Kerkfinanciering? Kritische Analyse van het 
Belgische Erkennings- en Ondersteuningsbeleid’, Netherlands Journal of Legal Philosophy, 41:1, 12-27. 
 
Franks, Myfanwy. 2010. ‘Crossing the Borders of Whiteness: White Muslim Women Who Wear the Hijab in 
Britain Today’, Ethnic and Racial Studies 23:5, 917-929.  
 
Franks, Myfanwy. 2002. ‘Feminisms and Cross-Ideological Feminist Social Research: Standpoint, Situatedness 
and Positionality – Developing Cross-Ideological Feminist Research’, Journal of International Women’s Studies 
3:2, 38-50.  
 
Frankenberg, Ruth. 1993. White Women, Race Matters: The Social Construction of Whiteness. University of 
Minnesota Press. 
 
Frankenberg, Ruth. 1997. Displacing whiteness: Essays in social and cultural criticism. Duke University Press. 
 
Gazet van Antwerpen, 2014, ‘Sharia4Belgium en Belkacem Krijgen Wind van Voren op Eerste Dag 
Terrorismeproces’, 29 September, last accessed 1 October 2014, 
http://www.gva.be/cnt/dmf20140929_01293200/terrorismeproces-rond-sharia4belgium-van-start  
 
Geerts, Evelien & van der Tuin, Iris. 2013a. ‘From Intersectionality to Interference: Feminist Onto-
Epistemological Reflections on the Politics of Representation’, Women’s Studies International Forum 41, 171-
178. 
 
Geerts, Evelien & van der Tuin, Iris. 2013b. ‘Kristisch en Creatief: Het Derde Golf Feminisme. Een Gesprek met 
de Feministische Wetenschapsfilosofe Iris van der Tuin’, Uitgelezen 19:3, 2-6. 
 
Geschiere, Peter. 2011. ‘Autochtony, Citizenship, and Exclusion – Paradoxes in the Politics of Belonging in 
Africa and Europe’, Indiana Journal of Global Legal Studies 18:1, 321-339. 
 
Gergen, Kenneth J. 1991. The Saturated Self: Dilemma’s of Identity in Contemporary Life. New York: Basic 
Books.  
 
Gerth, H. H. & Mills, C. Wright. 2009. Max Weber: Essays in Sociology. Oxon/New York: Routledge.  
 
Ghorashi, Halleh. 2004. ‘Ayaan Hirsi Ali: Dapper of dogmatisch?’, Tijdschrift voor Genderstudies 7:1, 58-62. 
 
Godin, Henri & Daniel, Yvan. 1949. ‘France: A Missionary Land?’ in: France Pagan? Ed. and Trans. Maisie 
Ward. London: Sheed & Ward. 
 
Göle, Nilűfer. 2011. Islam in Europe: The Lure of Fundamentalism and the Allure of Cosmopolitanism. 
Princeton: Markus Wiener Publishers.  
 
331 
Göle, Nilűfer. 2010. ‘The Civilizational, Spatial and Sexual Powers of the Secular’, in Michael Warner, Jonathan 
VanAntwerpen & Graig Calhoun (eds.), Varieties of Secularism in a Secular Age. Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 243-264. 
 
Göle, Nilűfer. 2006. ‘Europe’s Encounter with Islam: What Future?’, Constellations 13:2, 248-262.   
 
Graham, Elaine. 2012. ‘What’s Missing? Gender, Reason and the Postsecular’, Political Theology 13:2, 233-
245. 
 
Grant, Jacquelyn. 1986. ‘Womanist Theology: Black Women’s Experience as a Source for Doing Theology, 
with Special Reference to Christology’, Journal of the Interdenominational Theological Centre 13, 195-212.  
 
Griffin, Gabriele. 2005. ‘The Institutionalization of Women’s Studies in Europe’, in Gabriele Griffin (ed.), 
Doing Women’s Studies. Employment Opportunities, Personal Impacts and Social Consequences, London/New 
York: Zed Books, 89-110. 
 
Griffin, Gabriele & Braidotti, Rosi. 2002. ‘Introduction: Configuring European Women’s Studies’, in Gabriele 
Griffin & Rosi Braidotti (eds.), Thinking Differently: A Reader in European Women’s Studies, London/New 
York: Zed Books, 1-28. 
 
Gupta, Rahila. 2013. ‘Women and LGBT Rights: the Achilles’ Heel of Christian Knights’, Open Democracy, 18 
March, accessed 17 August 2014, https://www.opendemocracy.net/5050/rahila-gupta/women-and-lgbt-rights-
achilles%E2%80%99-heel-of-christian-knights   
 
Guy-Sheftall, Beverly. 1995. Words of Fire: An Anthology of African-American Feminist Thought. New York: 
The New Press. 
 
Hall, Elaine J. & Rodriguez, Marnie Salupo. 2003. ‘The Myth of Postfeminism’, Gender and Society 17:6, 878-
902. 
 
Hamilton, Malcolm. 2000. ‘An Analysis of the Festival for Mind-Body-Spirit, London’, in Steven Sutcliffe & 
Marion Bowman (eds.), Beyond New Age: Exploring Alternative Spirituality, Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press.  
 
Habermas, Jűrgen. 2008. ‘Notes on a Postsecular Society’, New Perspectives Quarterly, 25:4, 17-29. 
 
Hanish, Carol. 1970. ‘The Personal is Political’ (including a 2006 introduction) in Shulie Firestone & Anne 
Koedt (eds.), Notes From the Second Year: Women’s Liberation, last accessed 28 September 2014, 
http://www.carolhanisch.org/CHwritings/PersonalisPol.pdf 
 
Haraway, Donna. 1988. ‘Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of Partial 
Perspective’, Feminist Studies 14:3, 575-599. 
 
Harding, Sandra & Norbert. 2005. ‘New Feminist Approaches to Social Science Methodologies: An 
Introduction’, Signs 30:4, 2009-2015. 
 
Harding, Sandra. 1993. ‘Rethinking Standpoint Epistemology: What Is “Strong Objectivity”?’ in Linda Alcoff & 
Elizabeth Potter (eds.), Feminist Epistemologies. London/New York: Routledge, 49-82. 
 
Harding, Sandra. 1991. Whose Science? Whose Knowledge?: Thinking From Women’s Lives. Ithaca/London: 
Cornell University Press. 
 
332 
Harding, Sandra. 1986. The Science Question in Feminism. Ithaca/London: Cornell University Press.  
 
Hartsock, Nancy. 1997. ‘The Feminist Standpoint: Developing the Ground for a Specifically Feminist Historical 
Materialism’ in S. Kemp and J. Squires (eds.), Feminisms, Oxford: Oxford University Press 1997 
 
Hassan, Riffat. 2001. ‘Challenging the Stereotypes of Fundamentalism: An Islamic Feminist Perspective’, 91:1-
2, 55-70.  
 
Hassan, Riffat. 1995. ‘Rights of Women Within Islamic Countries’, Canadian Women Studies/Les Cahiers de la 
Femme 15:2-3, 40-44. 
 
Hassan, Riffat. 1991. ‘Muslim Women and Post-Patriarchal Islam’, in Paula M. Cooey, William R. Eakin & Jay 
B. McDaniel (eds.), After Patriarchy: Feminist Transformations of the World Religions. Maryknoll: Orbis 
Books, 39-69. 
 
Heelas, Paul, Woodhead, Linda, Seel, B., Tusting, Karin & Szerszynski, B. 2005. The Spiritual Revolution: Why 
is Religion Giving Way to Spirituality. Oxford: Blackwell.  
 
Heens, Rosalie. 2010. ‘Lang Leve het Hoofddoekendebat’, 
http://www.motief.org/phocadownload/Langlevehethoofddoekendebat.pdf   
 
Heens, Rosalie e.a. 2008. ‘T’is Jong en ’t Heeft Nagedacht’,  
http://www.motief.org/phocadownload/Tis%20jong%20en%20t%20heeft%20nagedacht....pdf     
 
Heens, Rosalie. 2007. ‘Hoofddoek of CD&V Logo’, Indymedia, 25 May, last accessed 25 July 2014, 
http://www.indymedia.be/index.html%3Fq=node%252F10541.html  
 
Heens, Rosalie, Vandeperre, Elke & Verwimp, Remi. 2006. ‘Alle Marxisten Zijn Stalinisten’, Vlaams 
Marxistisch Tijdschrift 3.  
 
Hemmings, Clair. 2005. ‘Telling Feminist Stories’, Feminist Theory 6:2, 115-139. 
 
Henry, Astrid. 2004. Not My Mother’s Sister: Generational Conflict and Third Wave Feminism. Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press.  
 
Heremans, Karin. 2010. Een Tip van de Sluier. Antwerpen: Houtekiet. 
 
Hesse-Biber, Sharlene Nagy & Leavy, Patricia. 2011. The Practice of Qualitative Research. Thousand Oaks: 
SAGE Publications. 
 
Hesse-Biber, Sharlene Nagy & Leckenby, Denise. 2004. ‘How Feminists Practice Social Research’ in Sharlene 
Nagy Hesse-Biber & Michelle L. Yaiser (eds.), Feminist Perspectives on Social Research. Oxford/New York: 
Oxford University Press, 209-226.  
 
Hesse-Biber, Sharlene Nagy. 2007. ‘The Practice of Feminist In-Depth Interviewing’ in Sharlene Nagy Hesse-
Biber & Patricia L. Leavy (eds.), Feminist Research Practice 111-148. 
 
Hesse-Biber, Sharlene Nagy, Levey, Patricia & Yaiser, Michelle L. 2004. ‘Feminist Approaches to Research as a 
Process: Reconceptualizing Epistemology, Methodology, and Method’ in Sharlene Nagy Hesse-Biber & 
Michelle L. Yaiser (eds.), Feminist Perspectives on Social Research. Oxford/New York: Oxford University 
Press, 3-26.  
 
333 
Hewitt, Lyndi. 2011. ‘Framing Across Differences, Building Solidarities: Lessons from Women’s Rights 
Activism in Transnational Spaces’, Interface: A Journal for and About Social Movements 3:2, 65-99. 
 
Ho, Christina. 2009. ‘Cross-Cultural Collaboration: Opportunities and Challenges’, Cosmopolitan Civil Societies 
Journal 1:2, 52-62. 
 
Hondius, Dienke. 1999. Gemengde Huwelijken, Gemengde Gevoelens: Aanvaarding en Ontwijking van Etnisch 
en Religieus Verschil Sinds 1945. Den Haag: SDU Uitgeverij.  
 
Houtman, Dick & Aupers, Stef. 2008. ‘The Spiritual Revolution and the New Age Gender Puzzle: The 
Sacralization of the Self in Late Modernity (1980-2000)’, in Kristin Aune, Sonya Sharma & Giselle Vincett 
(eds.), Women and Religion in the West: Challenging Secularization. Burlington/Aldershot: Ashgate, 99-118. 
 
Hudson-Weems, Clenora. 2000. ‘Africana Womanism: An Overview’, in Delores P. Aldridge & Charlene 
Young (eds.), Out of the Revolution: The Development of Africana Studies. Lexington Books, 205-217.   
 
Huijg, Diewertje Dyi. 2012. ‘Tension in Intersectional Agency: A Theoretical Discussion of the Interior Conflict 
of White, Feminist Activists’ Intersectional Location’, Journal of International Women’s Studies 13:2.  
 
Huijgens, Eline. 2014. ‘Perceptie van het Islamitisch Feminisme binnen de Vlaamse Context: Over 
(Anti)Verlichting, Beschaving en Neo-Orientalisme’, Master thesis, Ghent University.   
 
Hussein, Shakira. 2007. ‘The Limits of Force/Choice Discourses in Discussing Muslim Women’s Dress Codes’, 
Transforming Cultures eJournal 2:1. 
 
Jabloune, Hanah, Maruf, Sayira & Scheepers, Sarah. 2013. Wat Is Eerbaar aan Geweld? Cahier over ‘Eer’- en 
Gendergerelateerd Geweld voor Professionelen. Brussel: ella – kenniscentrum gender en etniciteit.  
 
Jackson, Michael. 1998. Minima Ethnographica: Intersubjectivity and the Anthropological Project. 
Chicago/London: University of Chicago Press. 
 
Jacques, Maria. 1980. Van Emancipatie Gesproken: Fotoboek over Zestig en Meer Jaren KAV Leven. Brussel: 
Nationaal Verbond van KAV.  
 
Jakelic, Slavica. 2010. Collectivistic Religions: Religion, Choice and Identity in Late Modernity. 
Farham/Burlington: Ashgate. 
 
Jakobsen, Janet. 2005. Sex + Freedom = Regulation: Why?, Social Text, 23:3-4, 285-308. 
 
Jakobsen, Janet & Pellegrini, Ann. 2008. Secularisms. Duke University Press.  
 
Jakobsen, Janet & Pelligrini, Ann. 2000. ‘World Secularisms at the Millenium: Introduction’, Social Text 18:3, 
1-27. 
 
Jansen, Yolande. 2006. ‘Laïcité, or the Politics of Republican Secularism’, in Hent de Vries & Lawrence E. 
Sullivan (eds.), Political Theologies: Public Religions in a Post-Secular World. Fordham University Press.  
 
Jansz, Ulla. 2008. ‘De Ergste Vijand: Levensbeschouwing en Feminisme in Nederland in de Tweede Helft van 
de Negentiende Eeuw’, Tijdschrift voor Genderstudies, 11:3, 19-32. 
 
Jaramillo, Ursula, Ramirez, Angela & Ceballos, Isabel. 2005. Voorbeeldige Latina/Latina Ejemplar. Brussel: 
Steunpunt Allochtone Meisjes en Vrouwen.  
334 
 
Johansen, Brigitte Schepelern. 2013. ‘Post-Secular Sociology: Modes, Possibilities and Challenges’, 
Approaching Religion 3:1, 4-15. 
 
Jouili, Jeanette. 2011. ‘Beyond Emancipation: Subjectivities and Ethics Among Women in Europe’s Islamic 
Revival Communities’, Feminist Review, 98, 47-64. 
 
Jusova, Iveta. 2011. ‘European Immigration and Continental Feminism: Theories of Rosi Braidotti’, Feminist 
Theory, 12:1, 55-73. 
 
Katz, Sue. 1995. ‘The Rise of Religious Fundamentalism in Britain: The Experience of Women Against 
Fundamentalism’, Gender and Development 3:1, 42-44. 
 
Kanmaz, Meryem & El Battiui, Mohamed. 2004. Moskeeën, Imams en Islamleerkrachten in België: Stand van 
Zaken en Uitdagingen. Brussel: Koning Boudewijnstichting. 
 
Kamitsuka, Margaret D. 2011. ‘Feminist Scholarship and Its Relevance for Political Engagement: The Test Case 
of Abortion in the US’, Religion and Gender 1:1, 18-43.  
 
Karam, A.M. 1998. Women, Islamisms and the State: Contemporary Feminisms in Egypt. London: MacMillan.  
 
Kalu, Anthonia C. 1994. ‘Those Left in the Rain: African Literary Theory and the Re-Invention of the African 
Woman’, African Studies Review 37:2, 77-95. 
 
KAV. 2008. ‘Hoofddoekenkwestie: Wij Willen Geen Discriminatie van Vrouwen!’, 26 January, last accessed 29 
July 2014, http://tools.femma.be/nl/print.asp?i=390 
 
Keenan, Marie. 2012. Child Sex Abuse and the Catholic Church: Gender, Power and Organizational Culture. 
Oxford/New York: Oxford University Press.    
 
Kilic, Sevgi, Saharso, Sawitri & Sauer, Birgit. 2008. ‘Introduction: The Veil: Debating Citizenship, Gender and 
Religious Diversity, Social Politics’, 15:4, 397-410.  
 
Kim, David Kyuman. 2013. ‘Issues with Authority: Feminist Commitments in a Late Secular Age’, in Linell E. 
Cady & Tracy Fessenden (eds.), Religion, the Secular and the Politics of Sexual Difference. New York: 
Columbia University Press, 263-283. 
 
Kimmel, Michael S. & Ferber, Abby L. 2010. Privilege: A Reader. Westview Press. 
 
King, Deborah K. 1988. ‘Multiple Jeopardy, Multiple Consciousness: The Context of a Black Feminist 
Ideology’, Signs 14:1, 42-72. 
 
Klomp, Kees. 2012. Bloei! Werken aan Geluk in Organisaties. Milinda Uitgevers. 
 
Knott, Kim. 2010. ‘Theoretical and Methodological Resources for Breaking Open the Secular and Exploring the 
Boundary Between Religion and Non-Religion’, Historia Religionum 2, 115-133. 
 
Koning, Martijn, Bartels, Edien & de Koning, Danielle. 2012. ‘Claiming the Researcher’s Identity: 
Anthropological Research and Politicized Religion’, Fieldwork in Religion 6:2, 168-186. 
 
Korte, Anne-Marie. 2011. ‘Openings: A Genealogical Introduction to Religion and Gender’, Religion and 
Gender, 1:1, 1-17. 
335 
 
Latré, Bart. 2011. Strijd en Inkeer: De Kerk- en Maatschappijkritische Beweging in Vlaanderen. Leuven: 
Leuven University Press. 
 
Lee, Lois. 2012. ‘Research Note: Talking About a Revolution: Terminology for the New Field of Non-religion 
Studies’. Journal of Contemporary Religion, 27:1, 129-139. 
 
Legard, Robin, Keenan, Jill & Ward, Kit. 2003. ‘In-Depth Interviews’ in Jane Ritchie & Jane Lewis (eds.), 
Qualitative Research Practice: A Guide for Social Science Students and Researchers. London/Thousand 
Oaks/New Delhi: SAGE Publications, 138-169. 
 
Lepp, Ignace. 1963. Atheism in Our Time. Trans. Bernard Murchland. New York: McMillan. 
 
Llewellyn, Dawn & Trzebiatowska, Marta. 2013. ‘Secular and Religious Feminisms: A Future of 
Disconnection?’ Feminist Theology 21:3, 244-258. 
 
Lewin, Ellen. 2006. Feminist Anthropology: A Reader. Malden/Oxford/Carlton: Blackwell Publishing.  
 
Lettinga, Douwtje. 2011. ‘Framing the Hijab: The Governance of Intersecting Religious, Ethnic and Gender 
Differences in France, the Netherlands and Germany’, PhD thesis, Free University Amsterdam.  
 
Liinason, Mia. 2013. ‘Young Blood: The Social Politics of Research Collaboration from the Perspective of a 
Young Scholar’ in Gabrielle Griffin, Katarina Hamberg & Britta Lundgren (eds.), The Social Politics of 
Research Collaboration. Routledge.  
 
Lincoln, Yvonna S. & Denzin, Norman K. 2003. ‘Revolutions, Ruptures and Rifts in Interpretative Inquiry’ in 
Yvonna S. Lincoln & Norman K. Denzin (eds.), Turning Points in Qualitative Research: Tying Knots in a 
Handkerchief. Walnut Creek/Lanham/New York/Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 1-16. 
 
Longman, Chia. 2014 (forthcoming). ‘Van de Islamitische Sluier en Joodse Pruiken tot het Topless ‘Femen’ 
Feminisme: Religie, Secularisme en het Vrouwelijke Lichaam’, Volkskunde 2.  
 
Longman, Chia. 2013. ‘Femme de la Rue: Sexism, Multiculturalism and Moral Panic’ paper for the workshop 
with Gayle Rubin, ‘Exploring Sexual Hierarchies: Gayle Rubin’s “Thinking Sex, Atelier Genre(s) et Sexualité(s) 
& Laboratoire d’Anthropologie des Mondes Contemporains, Brussels, Belgium, 19 June. 
 
Longman, Chia. 2008. ‘Sacraficing the Career or the Family?: Orthodox Jewish Women between Secular Work 
and the Sacred Home’, European Journal of Women’s Studies 15:3, 223-239. 
 
Longman, Chia. 2007a. ‘“Not Us, But You Have Changed!” Discourses of Difference and Belonging Among 
Haredi Women’, Social Compass 54:1, 77-95.  
 
Longman Chia. 2007b. ‘Baas in Eigen Kerk? Naar een Postseculier Feministisch Bewustzijn’, Historica 30:2, 2-
6. 
 
Longman, Chia. 2003a. ‘De Marginalisering van ‘Religie’ binnen Genderstudies: Een Pleidooi voor een 
Intersectionele Benadering via de Sociale Wetenschappen’, Tijdschrift voor Sociologie, 24: 2-3, 261-279. 
 
Longman, Chia. 2003b. ‘Over Our Heads? Muslim Women as Symbols and Agents in the Headscarf Debate in 
Flanders, Belgium’, Social Justice: Anthropology, Peace and Human Rights, 4:3, 300-332. 
 
336 
Longman, Chia. 2002. ‘Beyond a ‘God’s Eye View’ in the Study of Gender and Religion with a Case Study: 
Religious Practice and Identity among Strictly Orthodox Jewish Women’, PhD thesis, Ghent University. 
 
Longman, Chia & de Graeve, Katrien. 2014. ‘From Happy to Critical Diversity: Intersectionality as a Paradigm 
for Gender and Diversity Research’, DiGeST, 1:1, 33-39. 
 
Loobuyck, Patrick. 2013. De Seculiere Samenleving: Over Religie, Atheïsme en Democratie. Antwerpen: 
Houtekiet. 
 
Loobuyck, Patrick. 2011. ‘Welke Plaats is er voor de Autoriteit en Zeggingskracht van Religie in een 
(Post)Seculiere Samenleving?’, Algemeen Nederlands Tijdschrift voor Wijsbegeerte, 103:1, 62-77. 
 
Loobuyck, Patrick. 2005. ‘Liberal Multiculturalism: A Defence of Liberal Multicultural Measures Without 
Minority Rights’, Ethnicities, 5:1, 108-135. 
 
Loobuyck, Patrick. 2004. ‘De ‘Herpositionering’ van het Migratie- en Migrantendebat’, Samenleving en Politiek, 
11:9, 21-29.  
 
Loobuyck, Patrick & Franken, Leni. 2010. ‘Omgaan met Religie en Religieuze Diversiteit in een 
Geseculariseerde Samenleving: Actuele Pijnpunten, Uitdagingen en Perspectieven’, Res Publica 2, 231-245.  
 
Loobuyck, Patrick & Franken, Leni. 2011. ‘Toward Integrative Religious Education in Belgium and Flanders: 
Challenges and Opportunities’, British Journal for Religious Education 33:1, 17-30. 
 
Loobuck, Patrick & Rummens, Stefan. 2009. ‘De Uitdaging van het Postseculiere Perspectief: Jűrgen Habermas 
over Religie en de Publieke Rede’, Tijdschrift voor Filosofie, 71, 331-360. 
 
Lugones, María. 2010. ‘Toward a Decolonial Feminism’, Hypathia 25:4, 742-759. 
 
Lugones, María. 2006. ‘On Complex Communication’, Hypatia 21:3, 75-85. 
 
Luckman, Thomas. 1967. The Invisible Religion: The Problem of Religion in Modern Society. London: 
MacMillan.  
 
Luyten, Luk. 2012. ‘Femma Stunt met Breiwerk voor een Stem op een Vrouw’, Gazet van Antwerpen, 2 
October, last accessed 29 July 2014, http://www.gva.be/regio-antwerpen-stad/wilrijk/verkiezingen2012/femma-
stunt-met-breiwerk-voor-een-stem-op-een-vrouw.aspx. 
 
Lyon, David. 2000. Jesus in Disneyland: Religion in Postmodern Times. Oxford: Polity. 
 
Mack, Phyllis. 2003. ‘Religion, Feminism and the Problem of Agency: Reflections on Eighteenth-Century 
Quakerism’, Signs: Journal of Women and Culture in Society 29:1, 149-177. 
 
Mahlamäki, Tiina. 2012. ‘Religion and Atheism from a Gender Perspective’, Approaching Religion 2:1, 58-65. 
 
Mahmood, Saba. 2010. ‘Can Secularism Be Other-Wise?’, in Michael Warner, Jonathan VanAntwerpen & Graig 
Calhoun (eds.), Varieties of Secularism in a Secular Age, Harvard University Press, 282-299. 
 
Mahmood, Saba. 2009. ‘Feminism, Democracy and Empire: Islam and the War on Terror’, in Hanna Herzog & 
Ann Braude (eds.), Gendering Religion and Politics: Untangling Modernities, Palgrave McMillan, 193-215.  
 
337 
Mahmood, Saba. 2005. The Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject. Princeton: Princeton 
University Press. 
 
Maly, Ico. 2014. ‘Een Vlaanderen van Verliezers’, Kifkif, 25 September, last accessed at 3 October 2014,  
http://www.kifkif.be/actua/een-vlaanderen-van-verliezers  
 
Maly, Ico. 2012. ‘N-VA: Analyse van een Politieke Ideologie’, PhD thesis, Tilburg University.  
 
Maly, Ico. 2009. De Beschavingsmachine: Wij en de Islam. Antwerpen: EPO. 
 
Mamdani, Mahmood. 2002. ‘Good Muslim, Bad Muslim: A Political Perspective on Culture and Terrorism’, 
American Anthropologist 104:3, 766-775. 
 
Manning, Christel. 1999. God Gave Us the Right: Conservative Catholic, Evangelical, Protestant, and Orthodox 
Jewish Women Grapple with Feminism. New York: Rutgers University Press.  
 
Marler, Penny Long. 2008. ‘Religious Change in the West: Watch the Women’, in Kristin Aune, Sonya Sharma 
& Giselle Vincett (eds.), Women and Religion in the West: Challenging Secularization, Aldershot/Burlington: 
Ashgate, 23-56. 
 
Mas, Ruth. 2006. ‘Compelling the Muslim Subject: Memory as Post-Colonial Violence and the Public 
Performativity of ‘Secular and Cultural Islam’’, The Muslim World 96, 585-616.  
 
Masuzawa, Tomoko. 2005. The Invention of World Religions: How European Universalism Was Preserved in 
the Language of Pluralism. London: University of Chicago Press.  
 
Maumoon, Dunya. 1999. ‘Islamism and Gender Activism: Muslim Women’s Quest for Autonomy’, Journal of 
Muslim Minority Affairs 19:2, 269-283. 
 
McGinty, Ann Mansson. 2007. ‘Formation of Alternative Femininities through Islam: Feminist Approaches 
among Muslim Converts in Sweden’, Women’s Studies International Forum 30, 474-485.  
 
McIntosh, Peggy. 1988. ‘White Privilege and Male Privilege: A Personal Account of Coming to See 
Correspondences through Work in Women’s Studies’, working paper 189, last accessed 17 August 2014, 
http://www.iub.edu/~tchsotl/part2/McIntosh%20White%20Privilege.pdf   
 
McLaughlin, Janice. 2003. Feminist Social and Political Theory: Contemporary Debates and Dialogues. 
Palgrave McMillan.  
 
Meer, Nasar & Modood, Tariq. 2009. ‘Refutations of Racism in the ‘Muslim Question’’, Patterns of Prejudice 
43:3-4, 335-354. 
 
Michielsen, Magda. 2009. ‘Gender en Humanisme: Voor een Combattief Vrijzinnig Humanisme’, Antenne, 27:2, 
5-12. 
 
Midden, Eva & Ponzanesi, Sandra. 2013. ‘Digital Faiths: An Analysis of the Online Practices of Muslim Women 
in the Netherlands’, Women’s Studies International Forum 41:3, 197-203.  
 
Midden, Eva. 2012. ‘Feminism and Cultural and Religious Diversity in Opzij: An Analysis of the Discourse of a 
Dutch Feminist Magazine’, European Journal of Women’s Studies 19:2, 219-235. 
 
338 
Midden, Eva. 2010. ‘Feminism in Multicultural Societies: An Analysis of Dutch Multicultural and Postsecular 
Developments and Their Implications for Feminist Debates’, PhD thesis, University of Central Lancashire.  
 
Midden, Eva. 2007. ‘Geloof in Feminisme: Ayaan Hirsi Ali en de Relatie tussen Religie, Secularisme en 
Feminisme’, Historica, 30:2.   
 
Min-Ha, Trinh T. 1992. Framer Framed. New York: Routledge    
 
Mir-Hosseini, Ziba. 2011. ‘Beyond ‘Islam’ versus ‘Feminism’’, IDS Bulletin 42:1.   
 
Modood, Tariq, Triandafyllidou, Anna & Zapata-Barrero, Ricard (eds.). 2006. Multiculturalism, Muslims and 
Citizenship: A European Approach. London/New York: Routledge.  
 
Moerman, Els. 2013. Voorstel Femma Zingevingsbeleidsplan 2014-2015 (Versie November 2013): Z.O.Z.: 
Ubuntu Onder Vrouwen!, unpublished draft policy papers.  
 
Moghadam, Valentine M. 2002. ‘Islamic Feminism and Its Discontents: Towards a Resolution of the Debate’, 
Signs 27:4, 1135-1171. 
 
Mohanty, Chandra Talpade. 1995. ‘Feminist Encounters: Locating the Politics of Experience’ in Linda 
Nicholson & Steven Seidman (eds.), Social Postmodernism: Beyond Identity Politics. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 68-87.  
 
Motief. 2013. ‘Amina Wadud: Islam, Rechtvaardigheid en Gender: 3 Woorden om van te Leven’, Najaarsfolder, 
20-21. 
 
Motief. 2006. Beleidsplan 2006-2009. Brussel.  
 
Motief. 2011. Beleidsplan 2011-2015. Brussel.  
 
Mulder, Anne-Clair. 2004. ‘Twee Geloven op een Kussen: Over Feminisme en Religie’, Tijdschrift voor 
Genderstudies 7:1, 2-7.  
 
Najmabadi, Afsaneh. 2008. ‘Teaching and Research in Unavailable Intersections’, in Joan W. Scott (ed.), 
Women’s Studies on the Edge. Duke University Press, 69-80. 
 
Napels, Nancy A. 1996. ‘A Feminist Revisiting of the Insider/Outsider Debate: The “Outsider Phenomenon” in 
Rural Iowa’, Qualitative Sociology 19:1, 83-106. 
 
Narayan, Uma. 1998. ‘Essence of Culture and a Sense of History: A Feminist Critique of Cultural Essentialism’, 
Hypathia 13:2, 86-106 
 
Naseef, Fatima Umar. 1999. Women in Islam: A Discourse in Rights and Obligators. Cairo: International 
Committee for Women & Child.  
 
Newman, Louise Michele. 1999. White Women’s Rights: The Racial Origins of Feminism in the United States. 
Oxford University Press.   
 
Norton, Anne. 2013. On the Muslim Question. Princeton/Woodstock: Princeton University Press. 
 
Nyhagen-Predelli, Line & Halsaa, Beatrice. 2012. Majority-Minority Relations in Contemporary Women’s 
Movements: Strategic Sisterhood. Basingstoke: Palgrave McMillan.   
339 
 
Nynäs, Peter, Lassander, Mika & Utriainen, Terhi (eds.). 2012. Post-secular Society. New Brunswick: 
Transaction Publishers. 
 
Oakly, Ann. 2003 [1981]. ‘Interviewing Women: A Contradition in Terms’ in Yvonna S. Lincoln & Norman K. 
Denzin (eds.), Turning Points in Qualitative Research: Tying Knots in a Handkerchief. Walnut 
Creek/Lanham/New York/Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 243-264.  
 
Offen, Karen. 1988. “Defining Feminism: A Comparative Historical Approach”, Signs 14:1, 119-157.  
 
Okin, Susan Moller. 1999. ‘Is Multiculturalism Bad for Women?’, in Joshua Cohen, Matthew Howard & Martha 
C. Nussbaum (eds.), Is Multiculturalism Bad for Women? Susan Moller Okin with Respondents, Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 7-25. 
 
Oostveen, Daan F. 2013. ‘Over een Eenheidsvak in het Levensbeschouwelijk Onderwijs in België’, De Wereld 
Morgen, 2 September, last accessed 29 July 2014, http://www.dewereldmorgen.be/artikels/2013/09/02/over-een-
eenheidsvak-in-het-levensbeschouwelijk-onderwijs-in-belgie 
 
Osaer, Anton. 1991. ‘De Christelijke Arbeidersvrouwenbeweging’, in Emanuel Gerard (ed.), De Christelijke 
Arbeidersbeweging in Belgie 1891-1991. Leuven: Universitaire Pers Leuven, 316-410. 
 
Othman, Norani. 2006. ‘Muslim Women and the Challenge of Islamic Fundamentalism/Extremism: An 
Overview of Southeast Asian Muslim Women’s Struggle for Human Rights and Gender Equality’, Women’s 
Studies International Forum 29, 339-353. 
 
Ouald Chaib, Saila & Brems, Eva. 2013. ‘Doing Minority Justice Through Procedural Fairness: Face Veil Bans 
in Europe’, Journal of Muslims in Europe 2, 1-26. 
 
Oudenampsen, Merijn. 2014. ‘Beste Islamcriticus, Uw Islamkritiek Werkt Radicalisering en Extremisme Net in 
de Hand’, De Morgen, 16 September, last accessed 1 October 2014, 
http://www.demorgen.be/dm/nl/2461/Opinie/article/detail/2051825/2014/09/16/Beste-islamcriticus-uw-
islamkritiek-werkt-radicalisering-en-extremisme-net-in-de-hand.dhtml  
 
Overall, Christine. 2006. ‘Feminism and Atheism’, in Michael Martin (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to 
Atheism. Cambridge University Press. 
 
Parekh, Bhikhu. 2006. ‘Europe, Liberalism and the ‘Muslim Question’’, in Tariq Modood, Anna Triandafyllidou 
& Ricard Zapata-Barrero (eds.), Multiculturalism, Muslims and Citizenship. London/New York: Routledge, 179-
202. 
 
Passmore, Kevin. 2003. Women, Gender and Fascism in Europe: 1919-1945. Manchester: Manchester 
University Press. 
 
Pasture, Patrick. 2012. ‘Beyond the Feminization Thesis: Gendering the History of Christianity in the Nineteenth 
and Twentieth Centuries’ in Patrick Pasture, Jan Art & Thomas Buerman (eds.), Gender and Christianity in 
Modern Europe: Beyond the Feminization Thesis. Leuven: Leuven University Press, 7-33.  
 
Pasture, Patrick. 2004. ‘Christendom and the Legacy of the Sixties: Between the Secular City and the Age of 
Aquarius’, Revue d’Histoire Ecclesiastique 99:1. 
 
Paternotte, David & Bracke, Sarah. Forthcoming. Special issue ‘Habemus Gender’, Religion and Gender.  
 
340 
Petö, Andrea. 2001. ‘An Empress in an New-Old Dress’, Feminist Theory 2:1, 89-93. 
 
Peuman, Wim. 2014. ‘Queer Muslim Migrants in Belgium: A Research Note on Same-Sex Sexualities and Lived 
Religion’, Sexualities 17: 5-6, 618-631.  
 
Plowman, Sue. 1995. ‘Engaging Reflexivity and Positionality’, New Zealand Geographer 51:1, 19-21. 
 
Pollefeyt, Didier. 2012a. ‘Femma, Fama, Femka: Waarom Het om Meer dan een Letter Gaat’, Tertio, 13:641, 
last accessed 29 July 2014, http://www.kuleuven.be/metaforum/page.php?FILE=opiniestuk_pers&PID=149#384  
 
Pollefeyt, Didier. 2012b. ‘Femma, Vriendinnenclub van de KAV’, De Standaard, 14 May, last accessed 29 July 
2014,  http://www.standaard.be/cnt/483q1usl 
 
Ponzanesi, Sandra & Blagaard, Bolette. 2011. ‘Introduction: In the Name of Europe’, Social Identities 17: 1, 1-
10.  
 
Prins, Baukje. 2002. ‘The Nerve to Break Taboos: New Realism in the Dutch Discourse on Multiculturalism’, 
JIMI/RIMI 3:3-4, 363-379.   
 
Prins, Baukje. 2000. Voorbij de Onschuld: Het Debat over de Multiculturele Samenleving. Amsterdam: Van 
Gennep.  
 
Ramazanoglu, Caroline & Holland, Janet. 2002. Feminist Methodology: Challenges and Choices. 
London/Thousand Oaks/New Delhi: SAGE Publications.    
 
Ramazanoglu, Caroline. 1993. ‘Introduction’ in Caroline Ramazanoglu (ed.), Up Against Foucault: Explorations 
of Some Tensions Between Foucault and Feminism, London: Routledge, 1-27. 
 
Reinharz, Shulamit. 1983. ‘Experiential Analysis: A Contribution to Feminist Research’ in Gloria Bowles & 
Renate Duelli-Klein (eds.), Theories of Women’s Studies. New York: Routledge, 162-191. 
 
Reilly, Niahm. 2011. ‘Rethinking the Interplay of Feminism and Secularism in a Neo-Secular Age’, Feminist 
Review 97, 5-31. 
 
Reilly, Niahm. 2007. ‘Cosmopolitan Feminism and Human Rights’, Hypathia 22:4, 180-198.  
 
Reilly, Niahm & Scriver, Stacey (eds.). 2014. Religion, Gender and the Public Sphere. New York/London: 
Routledge. 
 
Rich, Adrienne. 2003 [1984]. ‘Notes towards a politics of location’, 1984, in Reina Lewis & Sara Mills (eds.), 
Feminist Postcolonial Theory: A Reader. New York, Routledge, 29-42. 
 
Rijke, Alexandra. 2013. ‘Stepping Out of Line: The Experiences of ‘Mixed’ Couples in the Netherlands’, master 
thesis, Utrecht University.  
 
Rinaldo, Rachel. 2010. ‘The Islamic Revival and Women’s Political Subjectivity in Indonesia’, Women’s Studies 
International Forum 33, 422-431. 
 
Roggeman, Kitty. 2012. ‘Feminisme en Religie’, Vlaams Marxistisch Tijdschrift 46:2, 95-101. 
 
Roodzas, Rahil. 2014 (forthcoming). ‘In the Service of Modernity’ in PhD thesis, University of Nijmegen, 
Chapter 9.  
341 
 
Rose, Gillian. 1997. ‘Situating Knowledges: Positionality, Reflexivity and Other Tactics’, Progress in Human 
Geography 21:3, 305-320. 
 
Roy, Oliver. 2010. Holy Ignorance: When Religion and Culture Part Ways. New York: Columbia University 
Press. 
 
Roy, Oliver. 2007. Secularism Confronts Islam. New York: Columbia University Press. 
 
Redfern, Catherine & Aune, Kristin. 2010. Reclaiming the F-Word: The New Feminist Movement. London: Zed 
Books.   
 
Ruether, Rosemary Radford. 2011. Women and Redemption: A Theological History. London: Fortress Press.  
 
Ruether, Rosemary Radford (ed.). 1974. Religion and Sexism: Images of Women in the Jewish and Christian 
Traditions. New York: Simon & Schuster.  
 
Rupp, Leila J. & Taylor, Verta. 1999. ‘Forging Feminist Identity in an International Movement: A Collective 
Identity Approach to Twentieth-Century Feminism’, Signs 24:2, 363-386.  
 
Santos, Boaventura de Sousa. 2009. ‘If God Were a Human Rights Activist: Human Rights and the Challenge of 
Political Theologies’, Law, Social Justice and Global Development 1.  
 
Saiving, Valerie. 1979 [1960]. ‘The Human Situation: A Feminine View’, in Carol P. Christ & Judith Plaskow, 
Womenspirit Rising. New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 25-42.  
 
Salih, Ruba. 2009. ‘Muslim Women, Fragmented Secularism and the Construction of Interconnected ‘Publics’ in 
Italy’, Social Anthropology 17:4, 409-423.  
 
Samson, Judith, Jansen, Willy & Notermans, Catrien. 2011. “The Gender Agenda”: New Strategies in Catholic 
Fundamentalist Framing of Non-Heterosexuality in Europe, Brill. 
 
Sanders, Cheryl, Gilkes, Cheryl Townsend, Cannon, Katie G., Townes, Emilie M., Copeland, Shawn & bell 
hooks, 1989. ‘Roundtable Discussion: Christian Ethics and Theology in Womanist Perspective’, Journal of 
Feminist Studies in Religion 5:2, 83-112. 
 
Sands, Kathleen. 2008. ‘Feminisms and Secularisms’, in Janet Jakobsen & Ann Pellegrini (eds.), Secularisms. 
Durham/London: Duke University Press, 308-329. 
 
Scott, Joan W. 2009. ‘Sexularism’, RSCAS Distinguished Lectures, Robert Schumann Centre for Advanced 
Studies, Florence.  
 
Scott, Joan W. 2007. Politics of the Veil. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
 
Scott, Joan W. 2002. ‘Feminist Reverberations’, Differences: A Journal of Feminist Cultural Studies 13:3, 1-23. 
 
Scott, Joan W. 1988. ‘Deconstructing Equality-Versus-Difference: Or, the Uses of Poststructuralist Theory for 
Feminism’, Feminist Studies 14:1, 33-50. 
 
Scott, David & Hirschkind, Charles (eds.). 2006. Powers of the Secular Modern: Talal Asad and his 
Interlocutors. Stanford: Stanford University Press.  
 
342 
Sharma, Sonya. 2008. ‘When Young Women Say ‘Yes’: Exploring the Sexual Selves of Young Canadian 
Women in Protestant Churches’ in Kristin Aune, Sonya Sharma & Giselle Vincett (eds.), Women and Religion in 
the West: Challenging Secularization, Aldershot/Burlington: Ashgate, 71-82. 
 
Schrijvers, Lieke. 2014. ‘I Can Now Thank God When I Come: Religion and Sexuality in the Lives of Non-
Heterosexual Protestant Women in the Netherlands’, Master thesis, Utrecht University. 
 
Siffer, Björn. 2014. ‘Verleen Je de Koran Teveel Autoriteit, dan Speelt dat Recht in de Kaart van de 
Fundamentalisten’, De Morgen, 16 September, last accessed 1 October 2014,  
http://www.demorgen.be/dm/nl/2461/Opinie/article/detail/2051803/2014/09/16/Verleen-je-de-Koran-te-veel-
autoriteit-dan-speelt-dat-recht-in-de-kaart-van-de-fundamentalisten.dhtml  
  
Silvestri, Sara. 2008. Europe’s Muslim Women: Potential, Aspirations and Challenges: Research Report, 
Brussels: King Baudouin Foundation. 
 
Siraj, Asifa. 2006. ‘On Being Homosexual and Muslim: Conflicts and Challenges’, in Lahoucine Ouzgane (ed.), 
Islamic Masculinities. New York: Zed Books, 202-216.  
 
S’jegers, Sara. 2005. ‘Een Feminisme voor Alle Vrouwen? De Witte Vrouwenbeweging in Vlaanderen in Relatie 
tot Multiculturaliteit, ‘Allochtone’ Vrouwen(organisaties) en het Hoofddoekendebat’, MA thesis, University of 
Antwerp. 
 
S’jegers, Sara. 2005b. ‘Een Feminisme voor Alle Vrouwen? De Witte Vrouwenbeweging in Vlaanderen in 
Relatie tot Multiculturaliteit, ‘Allochtone’ Vrouwen(organisaties) en het Hoofddoekendebat’ in Sophia, 
Movement des Femmes et Production de Savoir. Colloque 2005/Vrouwenbeweging(en) en de Productie van 
Kennis. Colloquium 2005. Brussel, 448-468. 
 
Slow Science. 2013. ‘Slow Science Manifesto’, last accessed 18 September 2014, 
http://www.cie.ugent.be/vooruitgroep/pdf/slowsciencemanifesto_march13.pdf 
 
Smiet, Katrien. 2014. ‘Post/Secular Truths: Sojourner Truth and the Intersection of Gender, Race and Religion’ 
European Journal for Women’s Studies, article submitted in March  
 
Smits, Sien. 2011. ‘“Hoer noch heilige”: Vrouwen op Zoek naar een Alternatief Vrouwbeeld uit Onvrede met het 
Christelijk Discours: Een Discourseanalyse van de Vrouw en Geloofkrant en Symforosa’, MA thesis, Ghent 
University.  
 
Sojourner Truth. 1851. ‘“Ain’t I a Woman?”’, speech at the Women’s Convention, Akron, Ohio, May 29, last 
accessed 8 August 2014, http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/sojtruth-woman.asp 
 
Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty. 1988. ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’ in Cary Nelson & Lawrence Grossberg (eds.), 
Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture. Basingstoke: MacMillan Education, 271-313. 
 
Speltinckx, Elke. 1993. ‘Het Belang van het Ontstaan en de Impact van de Vrouwendag voor de 
Vrouwenbeweging’, MA thesis, Catholic University Louvain. 
 
Stacey, Judith & Gerard, Susan Elizabeth. 1990. ‘“We Are Not Doormats”: The Influence of Feminism on 
Contemporary Evangelicals in the United States’ in Faye Ginsburg & Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing (eds.), Uncertain 
Terms: Negotiating Gender in American Culture. Boston: Beacon Press. 
 
Stanley, Liz & Wise, Sue. 1993. Breaking Out Again: Feminist Ontology and Epistemology. London/New York: 
Routledge.  
343 
 
Steeman, Theodore M. The Study of Atheism: Sociological Approach. Louvain: International Federation of 
Institutes for Social and Socio-Religious Research.  
 
Stockman, René. 2014. ‘De Glijbaan van de Zelbeschikking’, De Morgen, 3 February, last accessed 8 August 
2014, http://www.standaard.be/cnt/dmf20140202_00960172  
 
Sultan, Madeleine. 1999. ‘Choosing Islam: A Study of Swedish Converts’, Social Compass 46:3, 325-335. 
 
Taylor, Charles. 2007. A secular Age. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 
 
Taylor, Verta. 1998. ‘Feminist Methodology in Social Movements Research’, Qualitative Sociology 21:4, 357-
379.  
 
Thompson, Audrey. 2010. ‘Tiffany, Friend of People of Color: White Investments in Antiracism’, International 
Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education 16:1, 7-29.  
 
Tohidi, Nayereh. 2003. ‘“Islamic Feminism”: Perils and Promises’ in  Woodrow Wilson International Centre for 
Scholars (eds), Middle Eastern Women on the Move: Openings for and the Constraints on Women’s Political 
Participation in the Middle East. Washington D.C., 133-146. 
 
Trzebiatowska, Marta. 2013. ‘Beyond Compliance and Resistance: Polish Catholic Nuns Negotiating 
Femininity’, European Journal of Women’s Studies 20:2, 204-218. 
 
Tuin, Iris van der. 2009. ‘“Jumping Generations”: On Second and Third Wave Feminist Epistemology’, 
Australian Feminist Studies 24:59, 17-31. 
 
Utriainen, Terhi & Salmesvuori, Päivi. 2014. Finish Women Making Religion: Between Ancestors and Angels. 
New York: Palgrave MacMillan.  
 
Van Boxelaer, Marianne. 1997. ‘Niet Zo Vanzelfsprekend’ in De Roos van Jericho: Leren in Tegenspraak. 
Essaybundel n.a.v. het 10-Jarig Bestaan van de Werkplaats voor Theologie en Maatschappij. 175-201.  
 
Vandaag.be, 2014. ‘Pieter de Crem: ‘Kernkabinet Akkoord met Inzet Belgische F-16’s’’, 24 September, last 
accessed 1 October 2014, 
http://www.vandaag.be/binnenland/154439_pieter-de-crem-kernkabinet-akkoord-met-inzet-belgische-f16s.html  
 
Vassenden, Anders & Andersson, Mette. 2010. ‘Whiteness, Non-Whiteness and ‘faith information control’: 
Religion among Young People in Gronland, Oslo’, Ethnic and Racial Studies 34:4, 574-593. 
 
Vandeperre, Elke. 2010. Gevaarlijke Herinnering:Remi Verwimp. Tegendraadse Stem van Levensbeschouwelijke 
Tradities. Antwerpen/Apeldoorn: Garant.  
 
Vanderwaeren, Els. 2004. ‘‘Moslima’s aan de Horizon’: Islamitische Interpretaties als Hefbomen bij de 
Emancipatie van Moslima’s’, Ethiek & Maatschappij 7:4, 95-111. 
 
Van de Loo, Vilan. 2005. De Vrouw Beslist: De Tweede Feministische Golf in Nederland. Wormer: Immerc.   
 
Van den Berg, Mariecke. 2014. ‘Feminist/Queer Studies and the Study of Public Debates on Religion and 
Homosexuality’, preparatory paper for the expertmeeting ‘Postsecular and Gender’, Turku, Finland, 24-25 April.  
 
344 
Van den Berg, Mariecke, Bos, David J., Derks, Marco, Ganzevoort, Ruard R., Jovanovič, Miloš, Korte, Anne-
Marie & Sremac, Srdjan (2014), ‘Religion, Homosexuality, and Contested Social Orders in the Netherlands, the 
Western Balkans, and Sweden’ in G. Ganiel, H. Winkel & C. Monnot (eds.), Religion in Times of Crisis. 
Leiden/Boston: Brill, 116-134.  
 
Van der Veer, Peter. 2006. ‘Pim Fortuyn, Theo van Gogh, and the Politics of Tolerance in the Netherlands’ in 
Hent de Vries & Lawrence E. Sullivan (eds.), Political Theologies: Public Religions in a Postsecular World. 
New York: Fordham University Press, 527-538. 
 
Van Drenth, Annemieke. & de Haan, Fransisca. 1999. The Rise of Caring Power: Elizabeth Fry and Josephine 
Butler in Britain and the Netherlands. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press.  
 
Van Ertvelde, Anais. 2012a. ‘’tis Nog Niet in de Sacoche’: Veertig Jaar Vrouwendagen in Vlaanderen’, 
Historica  9-12. 
 
Van Ertvelde, Anais. 2012b. ‘Je Ziet Het al aan de Sacoche. Veertig Jaar Vrouwendagen: Over Representatie 
Gesproken’, Brood & Rozen: Geschiedenis van Sociale Bewegingen 1.  
 
Van Ginderachter, Maarten. 2005. ‘Gender, the Extreme-Right and Flemish Nationalist Women’s Organisations 
in Interwar Belgium’, Nations and Nationalism 11:2, 265-284. 
 
Van Istendael, Geert. 2008. ‘Het Masker van de Dwang’, De Standaard, 23 August, last accessed 8 August 2014,  
http://www.standaard.be/cnt/3f1viur5  
 
Van Loon, Heleen. 2004. ‘De Impact van het Vrouwen Overleg Komitee (VOK) op het Vlaams Feminisme: Een 
Monografie van een Overlegorgaan van de Nieuwe Vrouwenbeweging’, MA thesis, Free University of Brussels. 
 
Van Molle, Leen. 2004. ‘De Nieuwe Vrouwenbeweging in Vlaanderen: Een Andere Lezing’, BTNG/RBHC 
XXXIV: 3, 357-397. 
 
Van Nieuwkerk, Karin. 2006. Women Embracing Islam: Gender and Conversion in the West. Austin: University 
of Texas Press. 
 
Van Osselaer, Tine. 2013. Catholic Constructions of Masculinity and Femininity in Belgium (1800-1940). 
Leuven: Leuven University Press.  
 
Van Osselaer, Tine & Maurits, Alexander. 2011. ‘Heroic Men and Christian Ideals’ in Yvonne Maria Werner 
(ed.), Christian Masculinity: Men and Religion in Northern Europe in the 19
th
 and 20
th
 Centuries. Leuven: 
Leuven University Press, 63-94. 
 
Van Raemdonck, An. 2013. ‘Egyptian Activism Against Female Genital Cutting as Catachrestic Claiming’, 
Religion and Gender 3:2, 222-239. 
 
Verhofstadt, Dirk. 2006. De Derde Feministische Golf. Antwerpen/Amsterdam: Houtekiet. 
 
Verhofstadt, Dirk. 2006. ‘Feministen met een Blinddoek’, De Standaard, 13 November, last accessed 8 August 
2014, http://www.standaard.be/cnt/goh14cikf. 
 
Vermeiren, Neel. 2012. ‘Femma Pakt Wuustwezel Warmpjes In’, De Standaard, 4 October, last accessed 8 
August 2014, http://www.standaard.be/cnt/blnve_20121003_004. 
 
345 
Verwimp, Remi. 2007. ‘Het Hoofddoekendebat. Een ‘Christelijk’ Standpunt’, in Elke Vandeperre (ed.), 
Gevaarlijke Herinnering. Remi Verwimp: Tegendraadse Stem van Levensbeschouwelijke Tradities. 
Antwerpen/Apeldoorn: Garant, 171-176. 
 
Verwimp, Remi. 1997. ‘Als Leerschool van Hoop’ in De Roos van Jericho: Leren in Tegenspraak. Essaybundel 
n.a.v. het 10-Jarig Bestaan van de Werkplaats voor Theologie en Maatschappij. 7-38. 
 
Verwimp 1997b, ‘Midrasj van Maria’ in De Roos van Jericho: Leren in Tegenspraak. Essaybundel n.a.v. het 10-
Jarig Bestaan van de Werkplaats voor Theologie en Maatschappij. 153-158. 
 
Vincett, Giselle. 2008. ‘The Fusers: New Forms of Spiritualized Christianity’, in Kristin Aune, Sonya Sharma & 
Giselle Vincett (eds.), Women and Religion in the West: Challenging Secularization, Aldershot/Burlington: 
Ashgate, 133-146. 
 
Voas, David & McAndrew, Siobhan. 2012. ‘Three Puzzles of Non-religion in Britain’. Journal of Contemporary 
Religion, 27, 1: 29-48.  
 
Vrouwen Overleg Komitee. 2005. Een Feministische Kijk op de Multiculturaliteit. Brussel.  
 
Vrije Vlaamse Christendemocraten. 2011. ‘Recht op Godsdienstonderwijs’, Knack, 12 December, last accessed 
8 August 2014, http://www.knack.be/nieuws/recht-op-godsdienstonderwijs/article-opinion-33444.html  
 
Waaldijk, Berteke & Grever, Maria. 2004. Transforming the Public Sphere: The Dutch National Exhibition of 
Women’s Labor in 1898. Duke University Press.  
 
Wadiwel, Dinesh. 2009. ‘Solidarity, Friendship and Anti Racism’, Cosmopolitan Civil Societies Journal 1:2, 77-
85. 
 
Wadud, Amina. 2009. ‘Islam Beyond Patriarchy Through Gender Inclusive Qur’anic Analysis’, in Zainah Anwar 
(ed.), Wanted: Equality and Justice in the Muslim Family. Petalin Jaya, Musawah: An Initiative of Sisters in 
Islam (SIS), 95-112. 
 
Wadud, Amina. 2003. ‘American Muslim Identity: Race and Ethnicity in Progressive Islam’, in Omid Safi (ed.), 
Progressive Muslims: On Justice, Gender and Pluralism. Oxford: Oneworld, 270-285. 
 
Wadud, Amina. 1999. Qur’an and Woman: Rereading the Sacred Text from a Woman’s Perspective. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.  
 
Walby, Sylvia. 2011. The Future of Feminism. Cambridge: Polity Press. 
 
Walker, Alice. 1983. In Search of Our Mother’s Garden. New York: Harcourt, Brace & Jovanovich Publishers 
 
Warner, Michael, VanAntwerpen, Jonathan & Calhoun, Graig. 2010. Varieties of Secularism. Harvard 
University Press.  
 
Washington Post, 2014. ‘Full Text of President Obama’s 2014 Address to the United Nations General 
Assembly’, 24 September, last accessed 1 October 2014, http://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/full-text-of-
president-obamas-2014-address-to-the-united-nations-general-assembly/2014/09/24/88889e46-43f4-11e4-b437-
1a7368204804_story.html  
 
Weir, Allison. 2008. ‘Global Feminism and Transformative Identity Politics’, Hypathia 23:4, 110-133. 
 
346 
Wekker, Gloria & Braidotti, Rosi. 1996. Praten in het Donker: Multiculturalisme en Anti-Racisme in 
Feministisch Perspectief. Kampen: Kok Agora. 
 
Wekker, Gloria. 2002. ‘Nesten Bouwen op een Winderige Plek: Denken over Gender en Etniciteit in Nederland’, 
inaugural lecture, 19 April, Utrecht University.  
 
Wekker, Gloria & Lutz, Helma. 2001. ‘Een Hoogvlakte met Koude Winden: De Geschiedenis van het Gender- 
en Etniciteitsdenken in Nederland’ in Maayke Botman, Nancy Jouwe & Gloria Wekker (eds.), Caleidoscopische 
Visies: De Zwarte, Migranten en Vluchtelingenvrouwenbeweging in Nederland. Amsterdam: Konklijk Instituut 
voor de Tropen, 25-49.  
 
Williams, Dolores S. 1987. ‘Womanist Theology: Black Women’s Voices’, Christianity and Crisis, 2 March, 
available through and last accessed 8 August 2014, http://www.religion-online.org/showarticle.asp?title=445  
 
Willems, Loes. 2011. ‘Maria Baers (1883-1959): De Constructie van een Vrouwbeeld ten opzichte van een 
Manbeeld. Genderdiscourse in de Belgische Katholieke Zuil’, MA thesis, Ghent University.  
 
Winter, Bronwyn. 2001. ‘Fundamental Misunderstandings: Issues in Feminist Approaches to Islamism’, Journal 
of Women’s History 13:1, 9-41. 
 
Withaeckx, Sophie. 2014. ‘Eer, Gender en Geweld in een Context van Migratie: Een Empirisch-Ethisch 
Onderzoek naar Betekenissen en Beleving van Eer en Eergerelateerd Geweld, met Vlaanderen als Case-Study’, 
PhD thesis, Free University of Brussels.   
 
Witte, Els, Craybeckx, Jan & Meynen, Alain. 2005. Politieke Geschiedenis van België: Van 1830 tot Heden. 
Antwerpen: Standaard Uitgeverij. 
 
Woodhead, Linda. 2008a. ‘Gendering secularization theory’, Social Compass 55:2, 187-193. 
 
Woodhead, Linda. 2008b. ‘Secular Privilege, Religious Disadvantage’, The British Journal of Sociology 59:1, 
53-58. 
 
Woodhead, Linda. 2008c. ‘‘Because I’m Worth It’: Religion and Women’s Changing Lives in the West’ in 
Kristin Aune, Sonya Sharma & Giselle Vincett (eds.), Women and Religion in the West: Challenging 
Secularization, Aldershot/Burlington: Ashgate, 147-161. 
 
Woodhead, Linda. 2007. ‘Sex and Secularization’ in Gerard Loughlin (ed.), Queer Theology: Rethinking the 
Western Body. Malden/Oxford/Carlton: Blackwell, 230-244. 
 
Woodhead, Linda. 2001. ‘Feminism and the Sociology of Religion: From Gender-Blindness to Gendered 
Difference’ in Richard K. Fenn (ed.), The Blackwell Companion to Sociology of Religion. Malden/Oxford: 
Blackwell Publishing, 67-84.  
 
Woodward, Alison E. & Mulier, Rita. 1999. ‘Building Democratic Bridges over Belgian Political Bastions’ in 
Jill M. Bystydzienski & Joti Sekhon, Democratization and Women’s Grassroots Movements. Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 265-283. 
 
Yip, Andrew Kam-Tuck. 2010. ‘Special Feature: Sexuality and Religion/Spirituality’, Sexualities 13:6, 667-670. 
 
Yip, Andrew Kam-Tuck. 2005. ‘Queering Religious Texts: An Exploration of British Non-Heterosexual 
Christians’ and Muslims’ Strategy of Constructing Sexuality-Affirming Hermeneutics’, Sociology 39:1, 47-65. 
 
347 
Yuval-Davis, Nira. 2011. ‘Power, Intersectionality and the Politics of Belonging’, Freia Working Paper Series, 
Working Paper no. 75, Aalborg: Aalborg University.  
 
Yuval-Davis, Nira. 2006a. ‘Intersectionality and Feminist Politics’, European Journal of Women’s Studies 13:3, 
193-209.  
 
Yuval-Davis, Nira. 2006b. ‘Human/Women’s Rights and Feminist Transversal Politics’ in Myra Max Ferree & 
Aili Mari Tripp (eds.), Global Feminism: Transnational Feminist Activism, Organizing and Human Rights. New 
York/London: New York University Press, 275-295.  
 
Yuval-Davis, Nira & Dhaliwal, Sukhwant. 2014. ’25 Years: Women Working Against Fundamentalism in the 
UK’, Open Democracy, 10 September, last accessed 23 September 2014, 
https://www.opendemocracy.net/5050/nira-yuvaldavis-sukhwant-dhaliwal/25-years-women-working-against-
fundamentalism-in-uk  
 
Yuval-Davis, Nira. 2006. ‘Belonging and the Politics of Belonging’, Patterns of Prejudice 40:3, 197-214.  
 
Yuval-Davis, Nira. 1999. ‘What Is Transversal Politics?’, Soundings 12, 94-98. 
 
Yuval-Davis, Nira. 1997. Gender and Nation. London: SAGE.  
 
Zegers, Hein. 2010. ‘Wat Maakt U Gelukkig? Triangulatie van Positieve Psychologie Studies en een 
Wereldwijde Kwalitatieve Studie’, PhD thesis, Katholieke Universiteit Leuven.   
 
Zemni, Sami. 2011. ‘The Shaping of Islam and Islamophobia in Belgium’, Race & Class 53:1, 28-44. 
 
Zemni, Sami. 2009. Het Islamdebat. Antwerpen: EPO. 
 
Zemni, Sami. 2006. ‘Islam Between Jihadi Threats and Islamist Insecurities? Evidence from Belgium and 
Morocco’, Mediterranean Politics 11:2, 231-253.  
 
Zemni, Sami, Casier, Marlies & Peene, Nathalie. 2009. Studie naar de Factoren die de Vrijheid van Keuze van 
een Echtenoot Beperken, bij Bevolkingsgroepen van Vreemde Oorsprong in Belgie. Onderzoeksrapport 
UGent/CIE.  
 
Zemni, Sami & Fadil, Nadia. 2004. ‘Religieuze Zingeving in een Seculiere Maatschappij’ in Christiane 
Timmerman, Ina Lodewyckx, Dirk Vanheule & Johan Wets (eds.), Wanneer Wordt Vreemd, Vreemd?: De 
Vreemde in Beeldvorming, Registratie en Beleid. Leuven: Acco, 203-222. 
 
Zine, Jasmin. 2006. ‘Between Orientalism and Fundamentalism: The Politics of Muslim Women’s Feminist 
Engagement’, Muslim World Journal of Human Rights 3:1. 
 
Zine, Jasmin. 2004. ‘Creating a Critical Faith-Centered Space for Antiracist Feminism: Reflections from a 
Muslim Scholar-Activist’, Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 20:2, 167-187. 
 
Zito, Angela. 2007. ‘Secularizing the Pain of Footbinding in China: Missionary and Medical Stagings of the 
Universal Body’, Journal of the American Academy of Religion 75:1, 1-24. 
 
 
 
348 
Websites 
 
 http://www.amazone.be/?lang=nl, last accessed 8 August 2014. 
 http://www.belgium.be/nl/economie/onderneming/oprichting/vennootschapsvormen/VZW/, last accessed 8 August 
2014. 
 http://www.belgium.be/nl/over_belgie/overheid/, last accessed 8 August 2014.   
 http://cici.ugent.be/en, last accessed 18 September 2014.  
 http://www.deburen.eu/nl/programma/detail/tussen-ziel-en-zonde-1-het-vrouwelijk-lichaam-en-seksualiteit, last 
accessed 8 August 2014.  
 http://www.dsts.nl/onderzoeksproject.html, last accessed 8 August 2014. 
 http://www.ellavzw.be/aanbod/panels-en-studiedagen/, last accessed 8 August 2014. 
 http://www.ellavzw.be/over-ella/, last accessed 8 August 2014. 
 http://www.ellavzw.be/over-ella/ella-in-het-kort/, last accessed 8 August 2014. 
 http://www.ellavzw.be/productinfo/ProductDetails?id=10, last accessed 8 August 2014. 
 www.huwelijksmigratie.be, last accessed 8 August 2014. 
 http://www.fwo.be/nl/het-fwo/organisatie/fwo-expertpanels/gebied-cultuurwetenschappen/cult5-filosofie-en-
ethiek/, last accessed 18 September 2014. 
 http://www.fwo.be/nl/het-fwo/organisatie/fwo-expertpanels/gebied-cultuurwetenschappen/cult4-theologie-en-
religiewetenschappen/, last accessed 18 September 2014. 
 http://www.mastergenderendiversiteit.be/, last accessed 18 September 2014. 
 http://www.merhaba.be/en/knowledge-center/articles/religion-inhibiting-factor-or-catalyst-emancipation-amina-
wadud, last accessed 8 August 2014. 
 http://www.motief.org, last accessed 8 August 2014. 
 http://www.motief.org/index.php/en/historiek, last accessed 8 August 2014.  
 http://www.motief.org/index.php/en/visieenmissie/wat-doet-motief, last accessed 8 August 2014.  
 http://www.motief.org/index.php/en/visieenmissie/onze-inspiratie-en-identiteit, last accessed 8 August 2014. 
 http://www.motief.org/index.php/en/visieenmissie/onze-visie, last accessed 8 August 2014. 
 http://www.motief.org/index.php/en/over-motief/visie-en-missie/actief-pluralisme, last accessed 8 August 2014. 
 http://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Belgi%C3%AB, last accessed 8 August 2014. 
 http://www.nieuwwij.nl/over-nieuwwij/, last accessed 8 August 2014.    
 http://www.pianofabriek.be/spip.php?page=article&id_article=982&lang=fr&moturl=2, last accessed 8 August 
2014. 
 http://projectreligionandgender.org/about/, last accessed 18 September 2014. 
 http://projectreligionandgender.org/2014/08/22/religion-gender-activism-fourth-expert-meeting-15-16-december-
2014-ghent-university-belgium/, last accessed 18 September 2014. 
 http://statbel.fgov.be, last accessed 8 August 2014. 
 http://www.vlaanderen.be/nl/onderwijs-en-wetenschap/onderwijsaanbod/structuur-van-het-onderwijs/officieel-en-
vrij-onderwijs-de-onderwijsnetten-en-koepels, last accessed 22 September 2014.  
 http://www.voem-vzw.be/archief.htm, last accessed 8 August 2014. 
 http://www.vrouwendag.be/vrouwendag, last accessed 8 August 2014. 
 http://www.vrouwendag.be/vrouwendag/155-43ste-vrouwendag-2014-vilvoorde/465-vrouwendag-2014-vilvoorde, 
last accessed 28 September 2014. 
 http://www.vrouwendag.be/images/stories/overzichtVdagen.pdf, last accessed 8 August 2014. 
 http://www.vrouwendag.be/wie-zijn-wij, last accessed 8 August 2014. 
 http://www.vrouwentegenislamisering.org/, last accessed 8 August 2014.  
 http://www.vrouwentegenislamisering.org/Nl/2/, last accessed 8 August 2014.   
 http://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Europa_(werelddeel), last accessed 8 August 2014. 
 
349 
CURRICULUM VITAE 
 
Personal information 
 
Hendrika Petronella (Nella) van den Brandt, MA 
Centre for Intercultural Communication and Interaction (CICI) 
Faculty of the Humanities 
Department Language and Cultures 
Ghent University 
Rozier 44, 9000 Ghent - Belgium 
hendrikapetronella.vandenbrandt@ugent.be 
http://cici.ugent.be/nl/onderzoekers/nella 
Date of birth: 7th December, 1983 
 
Education 
 
Ph.D. candidate, 2010 - ongoing, Ghent University, Belgium. 
M.A., 2010, Utrecht University, the Netherlands – Comparative Women’s Studies in Culture and 
Politics. 
B.A., 2008, Utrecht University, the Netherlands – Arab Language and Culture. 
B.A., 2006, Utrecht University, the Netherlands – Cultural Anthropology of non-Western Societies. 
 
Languages 
 
Dutch – mother tongue. 
English – good. 
Arabic – reading skills, rudimentary Egyptian colloquial.  
German – passive knowledge . 
 
PhD program  
 
Title: Religion and Women’s Emancipation in a West-European Context: Qualitative Case Studies on 
Religion and Secularity in Feminist Perspectives & Practices in Flanders.  
Supervisor: Prof. dr. Chia Longman, Ghent University, Belgium. 
Supervisory Commission:  
- Prof. dr. Anne-Korte, Utrecht University, the Netherlands. 
- Prof. dr. Sarah Bracke, KUL, Belgium.  
- Prof. dr. Maaike de Haardt, University of Tilburg, the Netherlands.  
- Prof. dr. Henrik Pinxten, Ghent University, Belgium.  
- Prof. dr. Maryse DeMoor, Ghent University, Belgium. 
 
 
350 
Grants 
 
10 June 2010 – 10 June 2014, PhD grant Bijzonder Onderzoek Fonds (BOF), Ghent University, Belgium 
 
1 September 2013 – 1 January 2014, Mobiliteitskrediet Bijzonder Onderzoek Fonds (BOF), Ghent 
University, Belgium. 
 
Publications 
 
Edited journal issue 
 
Chia Longman, Eva Midden & Nella van den Brandt (eds.), 2012. Religion and Gender, special issue 
Gender and Religiosity in Multicultural Societies, vol. 2, no. 1, 1-8. 
 
Refereed articles 
 
N. van den Brandt, 2015 (forthcoming). ‘Feminist Practice and Solidarity in Secular Societies: Case 
Studies on Feminists Crossing Religious-Secular Divides in Politics and Practice in Antwerp, Belgium’, 
Journal of Social Movement Studies, special issue New Feminisms in Europe. 
 
N. van den Brandt, 2014. ‘Secular Feminisms and Attitudes Towards Religion in the Context of a 
West-European Society – Flanders, Belgium’, Women’s Studies International Forum, vol. 44, pp. 35-
45. 
 
E. Geerts, N. van den Brandt & S. Bracke, 2014. ‘De Verbeelding van het Feminisme: Een Interview 
met Sarah Bracke’, Tijdschrift voor Genderstudies, vol. 17, no. 1, pp. 60-85. 
 
N. van den Brandt, 2013. ‘Feminisme, religie en seculariteit: Een ambivalente relatie in de context 
van de Nederlandstalige vrouwenbeweging in België’, Historica, vol. 36, no. 2, pp. 15-22. 
 
N. van den Brandt, 2012. ‘De wording van een feminist: een analyse van het narratief van een moslim 
feminist in Antwerpen’, Tijdschrift voor Genderstudies, vol. 15, no. 2, pp. 19-31. 
 
Book chapter 
 
N. van den Brandt, 2012. ‘Vrouwen in gesprek: Het kritisch oefenen en realiseren van interculturele 
vaardigheden in een gemengde samenleving’,  I. Pisters, A. van Dienderen & C. Longman (eds.), 
Guess Who's Coming To Dinner: Liber Amicorum voor Rik Pinxten, Gent: Academia, pp. 77-88. 
 
Non-refereed articles  
 
N. van den Brandt, 8 May 2014. ‘Leila and the Wolves: Een Gesprek met Filmmaakster Heiny Srour 
over Antikoloniale Strijd en Feminisme’, online at Kifkif.   
 
351 
N. van den Brandt, 2014. ‘Religieus-Culturele Uitingen in de Openbare Ruimte: Enkele Impressies uit 
New York’, Vrouw en Geloof, no. 1, pp. 20-30 & 35-36. 
 
N. van den Brandt, 2012. ‘Religie splijt Vlaamse vrouwenbeweging’, Tijdschrift voor Geestelijk Leven, 
68. 
 
N. van den Brandt, 2012. ‘Feministen Krijgen Vlaamse Hoofddoekverboden (Nog) Niet Omver: 
Interventies door Actieplatform Baas Over Eigen Hoofd!’, Raffia, vol. 24, no. 1, pp. 27-30. 
 
N. van den Brandt, 2011. ‘Book review - K. Aune, S. Sharma & G. Vincett (eds.), Women and Religion 
in the West - Challenging Secularization, Aldershot, Ashgate Publishing 2008’, Religion and Gender, 
vol. 1, no. 1, 141-144. 
 
N. van den Brandt, 2011. ‘Book review – I.  Arteel, H. M. Muller, M. de Metsenaere & S. Bossaert 
(red.), Vrouw (On)Vriendelijk - Islam Feministisch Bekeken, Brussel, VUBPress’, Tijdschrift voor 
Genderstudies, vol. 14, no. 3, pp. 58-61. 
 
N. van den Brandt, 2010. ‘Een onhoudbare positie: Christenen in Irak’, ZemZem, themanummer 
Christenen in het Midden Oosten. 
 
Popular media - opinion texts  
 
E. Geerts & N. van den Brandt, 7 March 2013, ‘Een Kritisch Gesprek over de Hedendaagse Context 
van het Feminisme met Sarah Bracke’, online at De Wereld Morgen.  
 
N. van den Brandt, ‘Feminisme en Religie: Een Ambivalente Relatie in the Context van de 
Nederlandstalige Vrouwenbeweging’, online at De Wereld Morgen.   
 
N. van den Brandt, Sayira Maruf, Chia Longman & Fatma Arikoglu, 6 March 2013, ‘Feminisme is voor 
Iedereen! Seksisme én Racisme Tegengaan’, online at De Wereld Morgen  
 
N. van den Brandt, 4 March 2013, ‘Reclaiming the F-Word: Een Interview met Kristin Aune’, online at 
De Wereld Morgen. 
 
N. van den Brandt, 4 December 2012, ‘Zwarte Piet: Alleen een kwestie van racisme, of ook 
seksisme?’, online at Kifkif en De Wereld Morgen.  
 
N. van den Brandt, 26 September 2012, ‘Het debat over de term ‘allochtoon’ – een sterk staaltje van 
representatiepolitiek’, online at  KifKif en De Wereld Morgen. 
 
N. van den Brandt, 27 August 2012. ‘De problematiek van seksisme en racisme in een 
postfeministische samenleving’, online at De Wereld Morgen.  
 
 
352 
Conferences 
 
Papers 
 
N. van den Brandt, 12 May 2014. ‘Constructing Feminist Secular and Religious Subjectivities’: 
Feminist Positionings vis-à-vis Religion in Belgium’. EASR 2014 Conference ‘Religion and Pluralities of 
Knowledge’, panel The Good Shepherd: Secularities, Religiosities and Subjectivities. Groningen, the 
Netherlands.  
 
N. van den Brandt, 24-25 April 2014. ‘Religion, the Secular and Feminism: Challenges and 
Reconstructions Through Feminist Perspectives and Movements in Flanders’. Expertmeeting 
international research and network project Religion and Gender: Postcolonial, Postsecular & Queer 
Perspectives, Abo Akademi, Turku, Finland.  
 
N. van den Brandt, 20-21 November 2013. ‘Religion, Secularity & Sexuality: Constructions and 
Controversies in Public Debates in Flanders’. Expertmeeting international research and network 
project Religion and Gender: Postcolonial, Postsecular & Queer Perspectives, BRCW, Barnard College, 
New York, U.S.A.   
 
Slađana Mitrović & Nella van den Brandt, 19 May 2012. ‘East and West European Perspectives on 
Feminist Solidarity: Case Studies on Feminist Art and Activism’. 8th Feminist Conference, panel Theory 
and Practice of Solidarity and Collaboration: International Perspectives. Budapest, Hungary. 
 
C. Longman & N. van den Brandt, 29 October 2010. ‘Interfaith Dialogue and Transversal Feminist 
Practice’. The American Academy of Religion, pre-AAR meeting on Women, Interfaith & 
Peacemaking. Atlanta, U.S.A.  
 
Posters 
 
N. van den Brandt, 1 October 2011. ‘Interreligieuze en interlevensbeschouwelijke dialoog, 
ontmoeting en uitwisseling vanuit feministisch perspectief’. Binnenste Buiten, IWFT 
Lustrumsymposium. Mozes en Aaronkerk, Amsterdam, the Netherlands.  
 
N. van den Brandt, 21-25 June 2011. ‘Feminist Politics and Solidarity: A Case Study of a Secular-
Muslim Struggle Against the Ban on Headscarfs’. Religion, Gender and Human Rights: Challenges for 
Multicultural and Democratic Societies,  European Science Foundation. Linkoping University, 
Linkoping, Sweden.  
 
Academic and professional activities  
 
Editing  
 
353 
Since 2010 – Book review editor and editor-assistant of Religion and Gender – the new academic 
online journal for the systematic study of religion and gender from an interdisciplinary perspective. 
www.religionandgender.org.  
 
International networks 
 
Since 2012 – Junior member of the International Research and Networking Project ‘Interdisciplinary 
Innovations in the Study of Religion and Gender: Postcolonial, Postsecular and Queer Perspectives’, 
http://projectreligionandgender.org/. As a junior member, I participated in the expert meetings part 
of this project: 
- Catachresis? ‘Gender’, ‘Religion’ and ‘Postcoloniality’. 17-19 December 2012. Workshop 
hosted by Centre for Gender and Religions Research, School for Oriental and African Studies 
(SOAS), University of London.  
- Intersections of Queer Studies and Religion. 20-21 November 2013. Expert workshop hosted 
by Barnard College, New York.  
- Postsecularity and Gender. 24-25 April 2014. Expert meeting hosted by Abo Akademi 
University, Finland.    
 
Visiting scholarship 
 
1 September 2013 – 1 January 2014 visiting scholarship at Barnard College, New York, invited by the 
Barnard Research Centre on Women (BRCW) and the Religious Studies Department.  
 
Guest lectures 
 
2012.23.11 – ‘Multiculturalisme en Feminisme’, Ghent University, Belgium.  
2011.18.11 – ‘Kruispuntdenken en Witheid’, Ghent University, Belgium.  
2011.04.11 – ‘Hoofddoekendebat en Feminisme in Vlaanderen’, Ghent University, Belgium. 
2011.17.05 – ‘Feminist Intercultural and Interreligious Dialogues’, Utrecht University, the 
Netherlands. 
2010.10.12 – ‘Islam en Feminisme’, Ghent University, Belgium. 
 
Education assistance 
 
- Assistance Ph.D. Gender Research Seminar, by prof. dr. Chia Longman (Ghent University), dr. 
Julie Carlier (Ghent University), dr. Griet Roets (Ghent University), Nella van den Brandt 
(Ghent University), prof. dr. Gily Coene (Free University of Brussels), prof. dr. Karen Celis 
(Free University of Brussels), Prof. Henk de Smaele (Antwerp University), prof. dr. Petra 
Meier (Antwerp University). Interuniversity course, Ghent, Belgium. Academic year 2012-13.  
- Coordination Ph.D. Gender Research  Seminar, by prof. dr. Chia Longman, dr. Griet Roets, dr. 
Julie Carlier, and Nella van den Brandt. Ghent University, Belgium. Academic years 2010-11, 
2011-12.  
- Coordination Ph.D. seminar Religion, Gender and Multidisciplinarity of the Dutch Research 
School for Theology and the Study of Religion (Noster), by prof. dr. Anne-Marie Korte. 
Utrecht University, the Netherlands. Academic years 2010-11, 2011-12, 2012-13.  
354 
- Working groups and supervision of student assignments for bachelor course Gender and 
Diversity, by prof. dr. Chia Longman. Ghent University, Belgium. Academic years 2010-11, 
2011-12. 
 
Education 
 
2014, March 3, Publishing Your Research, by Josie Dixon, Doctoral Schools, Ghent University, 
Belgium.  
 
2013, November-December, Religion in America Seminar, by the Department of Religion, Columbia 
University, New York.  
 
2013, October 1, Trajectories of the Secular workshop, at the Institute for Religion, Culture and Public 
Life, Columbia University, New York.  
 
2012-13, Interuniversity Gender Research Seminar, by prof. dr. Chia Longman e.a., Ghent 
University/Free University of Brussels/Antwerp University, Belgium 
 
2012-13, Ph.D. text reading seminar The Challenge of Difference: Postcolonial Theory in the Study of 
Religion and Gender, by prof. dr. Anne-Marie Korte. Dutch Research School for Theology and the 
Study of Religion (Noster), Utrecht University, the Netherlands. 
 
2011-12, Gender Research Seminar: Key Concepts and Key Thinkers in Gender Theory, by prof. dr. 
Chia Longman e.a. Doctoral Schools Ghent University, Belgium. 
 
2011-12, Ph.D. text reading seminar The Challenge of Difference: Sexualities and Post-Secularities, by 
prof. dr. Anne-Marie Korte. Dutch Research School for Theology and the Study of Religion (Noster), 
Utrecht University, the Netherlands. 
 
2011-12, Populair Wetenschappelijk Schrijven, by Ann de Ron. Doctoral Schools Ghent University, 
Belgium.  
 
2011-12, Academic English Writing Skills, by Liselotte van Vlem. Doctoral Schools Ghent University, 
Belgium. 
 
2011, May 23-27, Feminisms in Transnational Perspective. Summer course Zagreb Centre for 
Women’s Studies, Dubrovnik, Croatia.  
 
2010-11, Gender Research Seminar: Critical Theory, by prof. dr. Chia Longman e.a. Doctoral Schools 
Ghent University, Belgium. 
 
2010-11 Ph.D. seminar Religion, Gender and Multidisciplinarity, by prof. dr. Anne-Marie Korte. Dutch 
Research School for Theology and the Study of Religion (Noster), Utrecht University, the Netherlands.  
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13 September – 8 November 2010, Advanced Introduction to Gender Research, by Iris van der Tuin. 
University of Utrecht, the Netherlands.  
 
26-27 August 2010, Religion and Culture in a Globalized World. UCSIA Summer Seminar, Antwerp, 
Belgium. 
 
Popular-academic workshops  
 
2014.22.03, Nella van den Brandt & Merel Terlien. Workshop ‘Kruispuntdenken en Privileges’, for 
members of Vrouwen Overleg Komite (VOK), Antwerp.  
 
2012.16.11, Fatma Arikoglu & Nella van den Brandt, ella vzw. Workshop 
‘Interetnische/interreligieuze partnerrelaties’, for students at Ghent University.  
 
2012.04.11, Nella van den Brandt. Workshop ‘Feminisme en religie: Een ambivalente relatie in de 
context van de Nederlandstalige Vrouwenbeweging’, for Christenen voor Socialisme in Antwerp.  
 
Engagement women’s organisations 
 
Since January 2012 – Advisory Board member ella – knowledge centre gender & ethnicity, Brussels, 
Belgium. 
 
Since December 2012 – member Vrouwen Overleg Komite (VOK) – women’s organisation, Brussels, 
Belgium.    
 
  

